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Abstract

This critical ethnographic research utilizes participatory action research (PAR) and case studies
to explore the impacts that zero-tolerance policies have had on the lives of Black girls and
women. This work contributes to a small but growing body of work on the intersectional
struggles faced by Black girls within the School-to-Prison Pipeline. An aim of this research was
to work with the participants to amplify their voices and center them as experts on their own
lives. Working with a small sample of three girls and women enabled the creation of detailed
narratives of their experiences. These narratives point to the fact that for many Black girls and
women, it is the experience of trauma that leads them to becoming involved in the pipeline, as
their responses to such trauma become criminalized on a daily basis. Further, their experiences at
schools within the context of zero-tolerance policies serve to exacerbate their levels of trauma,
creating a unique web wherein school itself becomes a sight of trauma and terror for young
Black girls. These findings point us to the necessity of implementing trauma-based educational
programs and provide guidance for making the changes required to ensure that Black girls are
given the space and opportunity to thrive in schools.
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Chapter One: Introduction

“I have been locked by the lawless.
Handcuffed by the haters.
Gagged by the greedy.
And, if i know anything at all,
it’s that a wall is just a wall
and nothing more at all.
It can be broken down.”— Assata Shakur, Assata: An Autobiography
Problem Statement and Background
For Black women and girls living within the confines of our stratified and racist society,
some of the first experiences they have in these handcuffs happen in a place where they are
supposed to be safe: our schools. Rios (2011) describes such a phenomenon whereby institutions
meant to nurture, by way of zero tolerance and other neoliberal reform, with their emphasis on
profit and punishment, are transformed into agencies of control and punishment. Through
policies of zero tolerance, among other factors, some schools have become pipelines to the
criminal justice system for many of our youth. It has been widely documented that zerotolerance policies disproportionately affect students of color (Askew et al., 2012; Browne, 2003;
Fancher, 2009; Noguera, 2003; Robbins, 2008) and produce a multitude of harmful
consequences for youth and costly effects for families and communities. Zero-tolerance policies
punish students of color at a higher rate than their presence in the overall student population.
Furthermore, a recent report from the African American Policy Forum (2015) confirms the
detrimental impacts of zero-tolerance on Black girls, specifically. Girls account for one in four
juvenile arrests in the United States (Winn, 2011), and Black girls in public schools are
suspended at a rate of 12%, compared to a 2% rate of suspension for their White peers (Vega,
2014). In fact, while Black boys are suspended at a rate three times that of White boys, the gap is

TRAJECTORY OF TRAUMA

2

even larger for girls: where they are suspended at a rate six times greater than White girls
(African American Policy Forum, 2015).
Justification and Significance
Despite these documented dynamics, there is a paucity of research on the unique impacts
that zero-tolerance policies have on Black girls in our schools. The vast majority of research on
zero-tolerance policies and other elements of what has been termed the School-to-Prison Pipeline
focuses on the plight of Black boys. And while their plight is certainly serious, the particular and
significant impacts of such policies on Black girls must also be illuminated and seen in relation
to other documented patterns in the punitive turn in social and educational policy. Miller (2008)
in her discussion on school-based violence contends that “gender-specific risks for violence and
abuse are often not fully considered” (p. 69). For example, 77% of girls who have experienced
sexual harassment report that this violence happens in schools and that this harassment was
viewed as “an everyday feature of the cultural milieu at school” (Miller, 2008, p. 73). Despite its
prevalence, sexual harassment is a pandemic that is rarely, if ever, mentioned in discussions on
school safety. Furthermore, Miller (2008) confirms the lack of attention to gender in wider
conversations on crime and violence, pointing out that in much research we are left with “a
failure to seek explanations for crime and victimization that take gender seriously as a structural,
interactional, and symbolic source of inequality” (p. 2). The principles of intersectionality, as
theorized by Black feminist scholars like Hill-Collins (1990), demand that we examine the
numerous ways in which both race and gender (among other factors) interact in societal
structures of inequity.
It should also be noted that most all published literature on the topic of zero tolerance
relies upon the work of policy analysts and the perspectives of teachers, administrators, and
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others that are traditionally assumed to be experts on the topic. It is my contention, however,
that one cannot adequately understand the experiences of students subject to zero tolerance and,
therefore, development appropriate recommendations for policy and practice without learning
from those who have experienced the effects of such policies and practices. My concern, in this
regard, is supported by emerging international policy and participatory research on listening to
the voices of participants, is visible in the study of other marginalized groups, particularly those
in poverty (Lister, 2008).
Purpose of Study
The purpose of this dissertation is three-fold. Given both the disproportionate
representation of Black girls in cases of school discipline under zero-tolerance policies
(Crenshaw, Ocen, & Nanda, 2015) and the lack of research that considers this experience, it is
the purpose of this dissertation to explore the experiences of African American girls impacted by
zero-tolerance policies. Furthermore, this dissertation will amplify the voices and expertise of
African American girls as experts on the matter. Finally, the purpose of this dissertation is also to
examine the myriad ways in which zero-tolerance policies contribute to a system of
criminalization and traumatization of Black girls.
Research Questions
Given that this project utilizes participatory action research, my research questions are
broad in nature, so as to allow for flexibility and input from participants. The following
questions, however, provided the foundation for my research:
•

How do African-American girls experience zero-tolerance policies?

•

How have experiences with zero-tolerance influenced the schooling
experience of African American girls?
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What broader impacts do such policies have on the lives of AfricanAmerican girls?

Definition of Terms
·Criminalization. In relation to zero-tolerance policies, criminalization can be defined as “the
shift toward a crime control paradigm in the definition and management of the problem of
student deviance” (Hirschfield, 2008, p. 80). Criminalization, then, is a process wherein
deviations from social norms, no matter how minimal, are treated as crimes and those so-called
perpetrators are then treated as criminals. In the context of schooling, this means that behaviors
that were once dealt with by school administration are now often referred to law enforcement,
and schools have become more and more prison-like, with their metal detectors and security
officers.
· Exclusion. Exclusion refers to those disciplinary policies which result in the student being
excluded from school and the educational process. This would include punishments like
suspension and expulsion.
· Punishment. As it relates to this study, punishment will include school related modes of
punishment such as detentions, suspensions, expulsions, and in some cases, school-based arrests.
Organization of Research
The organization of this research was done with accessibility in mind. This first chapter
has introduced to the reader the fundamentals of this research including the issues examined and
specific research questions posed. Chapter Two will provide a critical review of existing
literature that examines the history and policy behind the School-to-Prison Pipeline as well as
literature that takes a micro look at the wider societal context for Black women in America.
Next, Chapter Three will explain methodological choices that I made in the completion of this
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research. Chapter Four is perhaps the most significant. In this chapter, an extensive narrative of
each of three participants' experiences are provided, giving as much space as possible to the
powerful voices of these young women. Moving on to Chapter Five, I provide my analysis of
recurring themes and develop the theory that for Black girls, zero-tolerance policies and really
school itself, are part of a trajectory of trauma that Black girls disproportionately find themselves
in. Lastly, the concluding chapter wraps up this research, summarizing key research implications
and providing powerful recommendations for the improvement of the schooling experiences of
Black girls.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review

This literature review offers a critical review of the history, context, and implementation
of zero-tolerance policies. Furthermore, the analysis will demonstrate the various modes of
representation to which Black women and girls in the United States have been subjected and
examine the ways in which these have informed the modalities of social control that have been
exercised upon them. For Black girls, specifically, this entails taking a look at the oppressive
impacts of zero-tolerance policies in schools.
History and Context of Zero-tolerance Policies
A seventh grade student was suspended for three days after offering a classmate a cough
drop without permission (Henault, 2001). A young girl was expelled from her school for
weapons possession after the school security officer found a nail file in her bag (Fancher, 2009).
A 14-year-old boy with autism was charged with felony terroristic threat after he drew a stick
figure version of himself shooting a stick figure version of his teacher (Brandi, 2011). The
headlines go on and on, highlighting the egregious way in which our youth have become
increasingly criminalized in schools. At the root of this criminalization are zero-tolerance
policies, enacted as part of the 1994 Gun Free Schools Act. These policies purported to make our
schools safer but instead they do little more than mandate harsh and predetermined disciplinary
responses to student behavior. In fact, zero-tolerance policies were enacted following an 18-year
span in which incidences of school violence had either decreased or stayed the same (Meiners,
2007). Furthermore, despite the fact that the major incidences of school violence upon which
these narratives of unsafe schools were built took place in largely middle class suburban schools
(the tragedy at Columbine, for example), urban schools and students of color have been the most
detrimentally impacted by such policies (Noguera, 2003).
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Zero tolerance in Michigan. It is within the dangerous context of both relentless pursuit
of profit and our nation’s historically embedded criminalization of blackness that zero-tolerance
policies emerged. Zero-tolerance policies were implemented as part of the Gun Free Schools Act
of 1994 (GFSA) and were purported to be a response to perceived increases in school violence.
This is despite the fact that incidence of school-related violence either decreased or stayed the
same throughout the 18 years preceding the implementation of zero-tolerance policies. GFSA,
co-authored by Senators Diane Feinstein and Byron Dorgan, requires that any state receiving
federal education funds have a “State law requiring local educational agencies to expel from
school for a period of not less than one year a student who is determined to have brought a
weapon to school” (United States Department of Education, 2015). The law is broad in scope
and allows for states to tailor or extend the law to fit their needs. The State of Michigan has
chosen the latter, enacting the most far-reaching zero-tolerance policies in the nation, much
wider in scope than the federal law requires it to be, making them the harshest in the nation
(Baiyee, Hawkins, & Polakow, 2013; Fancher, 2009; Robbins, 2008).
Michigan’s zero-tolerance policy took effect January 1, 1995, and was meant to be
especially stringent, with then Michigan governor John Engler declaring, “Bring a gun, you’re
done” (Bogos, 1997). While GFSA included some flexibility in that it granted the ability of the
“chief administering officer of a local education agency to modify the expulsion… on a case-bycase basis” (Zweifler & De Beers, 2002), Michigan’s zero-tolerance policy allowed no such
discretion. Furthermore, Michigan’s zero-tolerance policy mandates permanent expulsion for
possession of a dangerous weapon, going far beyond the one year required by GFSA (Zweifler &
De Beers, 2002). In that year, disciplinary exclusion increased significantly, with 240 students
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expelled throughout the state (Stone-Palmquist, 2004) and 67 students expelled in Detroit in the
first six months of the implementation of

(Bogos, 1997).

Expansion of zero tolerance. As time went on, the scope of zero tolerance expanded
exponentially, as the list of the offenses for which students could be expelled increased
tremendously. In 1995 the school code was amended to require permanent expulsion not only for
the possession of a dangerous weapon, but also for arson and criminal sexual conduct (Zweifler
& De Beers, 2002). This addition also allowed for some discretion, stating that students could be
exempt from expulsion if they could establish any of the following: (a) the object possessed was
not intended to be used as a weapon; (b) the student did not know they possessed the weapon; (c)
the student did not have reason to believe that the object was considered a dangerous weapon; (d)
the weapon was possessed by the student at the request or permission of school or police
authorities (Zweifler & De Beers, 2002). Despite the added conditions that allow for some level
of flexibility, administrators are usually reluctant to use the allowed discretion (Stone-Palmquist,
2004). In fact, Stone-Palmquist (2004) reports that in many cases “school officials have been
advised by legal counsel to ignore intent-based exceptions and treat students uniformly” (p. 9).
In 1996 the nature of weapons that could be considered a zero tolerance violation expanded.
While the federal legislation only requires expulsion for possession of firearms or guns, bombs,
rockets, missiles, grenades, and mines (Meiners, 2007), the 1996 amendment to Michigan’s zerotolerance policy expanded the definition of a dangerous weapon to include firearms, daggers,
dirks, stilettos, knives with blades greater than three inches, pocket knives opened by mechanical
devices, iron bars, and brass knuckles (Fancher, 2009). Finally, in 1999, four more additions to
zero tolerance were added. Students could now be expelled up to 180 days for the physical
assault of another pupil, and permanently expelled for physical assault against a school
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employee. In addition, Michigan’s zero-tolerance policy would now require suspension for
verbal assault against a school employee, at the discretion of the school board. The 1999
additions also included the use of what have been termed “snap suspensions,” wherein a teacher
is allowed to suspend a student for up to one full day for any “good reason” (Zweifler & De
Beers, 2002). These snap suspensions require no internal review or analysis of the situation for
which the student was suspended; thus, they can be applied in an extremely subjective manner
(Dunabar & Villarruel, 2002). Currently, Michigan expels students for weapon possession
(including look-alike weapons), drug and alcohol possession (including over the counter
medications), disobedience, assaults against other students, vandalism, and verbal assaults
(Stone-Palmquist, 2004), the most infractions punishable by expulsion of any state in the nation.
Due process concerns. Despite a 1969 Supreme Court ruling that “students don’t shed
their constitutional rights at the school house gates” (United States Courts, 2015, p. 1), students
in general education programs have no right to due process in school discipline matters (Baiyee,
Hawkins, & Polakow, 2013; Fancher, 2009; Robbins, 2008; Zweifler & De Beers, 2002). Due
process in schools is relegated to the ruling made in the United States Supreme Court Case of
Goss v. Lopez, which vaguely states that the student should be given some kind of notice for
discipline matters as to the reason for their suspension and have an opportunity to tell their side
of the story (Fancher, 2009), and that “longer suspensions or expulsions for the remainder of the
school term, or permanently, may require more formal procedures” (Zweifler & De Beers, 2002).
Though this ruling applies to all states it does not require that it be legislated by states, and
Michigan has chosen not to (Stone-Palmquist, 2004). The notice given to students is often very
informal and usually consists of the moment in which the student is being disciplined. As for the
more formal procedures, they are not at all specified, nor are they even required in Michigan
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(Stone-Palmquist, 2004). Though according to a Michigan Attorney General opinion, Michigan’s
judicial branch does have the power to review school board decisions regarding such things as
suspensions and expulsions (Zweifler & De Beers, 2002), it is often of little consequence given
the fact that students living in poverty are overrepresented in matters of school discipline (StonePalmquist, 2005) and likely lack the funds and access to the legal representation required for
such recourse. Even when such hearings are granted, they often take months to happen, and the
student has already missed extensive amounts of school. Additionally, it is extremely likely that
the judicial system will simply confirm whatever decision has been made by the local school
board (Robbins, 2008).
Students receiving special education services are also disproportionately suspended and
expelled (Evans & Lester, 2012). When special education students are suspended for 10 or more
days it is required that a manifest determination meeting be held to determine whether the action
for which they are being disciplined is a manifestation of their disability (Michigan Department
of Education, 2007). However, this has limitations because it is only applicable to suspensions of
10 days or more, and such meetings can be held without the presence of the student’s parent or
guardian (Michigan Department of Education, 2007). Furthermore, such laws are circumvented
by the bringing of criminal charges (Robbins, 2008), meaning that Michigan’s most vulnerable
students are denied any viable means of due process in matters of school discipline.
Reinstatement and alternative education. According to the United Nations Convention
on the Rights of the Child (CRC), implemented in 1990, children have the right to an education.
Furthermore, this right should be achieved “on the basis of equal opportunity” (United Nations,
1989, Article 5). The fact that this convention has not yet been ratified by the United States,
despite its global importance, should be noted, as this seems to reflect a wider disregard for the
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well-being of all of our youth. Michigan is one of only 11 states wherein students have neither
no federal nor state granted right to education (Fancher, 2009), a value reflected in its
implementation of zero-tolerance policies.
Michigan’s current zero-tolerance policies allow for suspended or expelled students in
grades five or lower to petition for reinstatement after 60 school days, whereas older students
must wait at least 150 school days (Bogos, 1997). Furthermore, as with other modes of due
process, this information is no made readily available, and many students are unable to access
the support needed for such processes, as readmission processes can be extremely complex and
no agency is required to provide students or their families with any assistance in this process
(Fancher, 2009).
When students are expelled or suspended, the school is required to refer the student to the
appropriate department of social services or community mental health agency within three days
(Stone-Palmquist, 2004), but that is where the requirements end. In 1985, a ruling from
Michigan’s attorney general declared that the school or school board is not required to provide
alternative education for students who are suspended or expelled (Stone-Palmquist, 2005),
placing the onus of educational placement entirely with the student’s family (Fancher, 2009;
Stone-Palmquist, 2004; Zweifler & De Beers, 2002). In 1995, the state added provisions which
allowed, but did not mandate, district-provided homebound services for students that are not
placed in alternative education programs (Stone-Palmquist, 2005). Soon after, in 1999, Michigan
created legislation which authorized empowered bodies (colleges and universities, school
districts, etc.) to create separate strict discipline academies for at-risk students, though as of 2013
only 11 of these academies existed (Marshall & Potter, 2015). Even worse, some schools in
Michigan go beyond making reinstatement or alternative education difficult to access, and
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encourage students to leave school by offering students faced with expulsion the option to waive
education and legal rights in exchange for their withdrawal from school (Stone-Palmquist, 2005).
These policies create situations wherein many students who are suspended are expelled
are simply denied the right to any education. For example, in the 2001-2002 school year, only
38% of students who were expelled were given a referral to education services (Stone-Palmquist,
2005). Unfortunately, these odds have not increased with time. The most recent numbers state
that 46% of students did not receive any alternate education services (Michigan Juvenile Justice
Collaborative, 2015). Many of our most marginalized students are placed in extremely precarious
situations as a result of such policies. In fact, Dunbar and Villarruel (2002) contend that
Michigan’s zero-tolerance policies effectively “abdicate their individual and school-level
responsibility to provide educational opportunities for students of color” (p. 102).
Disparate and disproportional implementation. It has been widely documented that
students of color are disproportionately impacted by zero-tolerance policies (Askew et al., 2012;
Browne, 2003; Fancher, 2009; Noguera, 2003; Robbins, 2008; Zweifler & De Beers, 2004).
Michigan is no exception to this. In Michigan, Black students make up about 20% of the entire
student population, and yet they are suspended at a rate of 39% (Stone-Palmquist, 2005). These
rates may be even higher given that Michigan does not keep data on suspensions and expulsions,
despite legislation mandating it (Zweifler & De Beers, 2002). Communities with predominately
African American student populations have extremely high rates of suspensions and expulsions.
For example, in the 2007-2008 school year the total population of Detroit Public Schools was
102,494 and 46,033short term suspensions were issued; similarly, the city of Flint had 18,081
secondary students in that same year and issued 15,165 suspensions—both are predominately
black school districts (Fancher, 2009). Furthermore, disparities exist within specific communities
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across Michigan. In Ann Arbor, for example, Black students comprised a mere 18% of the
student population in the 2006-2007 school year, but they were given 58% of suspensions
(Fancher, 2009). These numbers have gone relatively unchanged. In the 2012-2013 school year,
Black students made up 14% of the student population in Ann Arbor, but received 50% of the
out-of-school suspensions (Roelofs, 2014). Not only were Black students suspended more
frequently, but they were also suspended for less serious and more subjective offenses (Fancher,
2009; Zweifler & De Beers, 2002). Looking again at Ann Arbor, Black students were suspended
83 times for insubordination, and White students were suspended 20 times for the same offense;
numbers are even higher for the offense of “creating disruptive conditions,” with 102 Black
students being suspended, while only 37 White students were suspended for the same offense
(Fancher, 2009).
Dunbar and Villarruel (2002; 2004) studied in depth the understanding and
implementation of zero tolerance amongst administrators in both a rural and urban district in
Michigan and found that “there were as many interpretations of the policy as there were
respondents” (2002, p. 101). Despite the supposed objective nature of zero tolerance, they found
that principals arbitrarily implemented the policy and that many had confusion about what did
and did not constitute a violation of zero tolerance. Though there was a general sense of
confusion amongst administrators, Dunbar and Villarruel (2004) did note distinguishable
differences between the way that zero tolerance was implemented in urban and rural districts.
They found that in rural areas administrators did not view zero tolerance as necessary and were
thus more likely to overlook violations of the policy. Conversely, urban administrators though
that zero tolerance was helpful to them, and exhibited an 80% enforcement rate. These
differences can be illustrated clearly when looking at two examples of student discipline. In a
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rural school, a student was allowed to have a rifle in his car in the school parking lot because the
administrator assumed it would be used for hunting purposes (Dunbar & Villarruel, 2010).
Whereas in an urban school, a young girl was recommended for expulsion after security found an
eyebrow arching tool with a small one inch blade in her purse (Fancher, 2009).
Impact of Zero-Tolerance Policies At this point, it is completely evident that zerotolerance policies impact Black students in an extremely disproportionate manner, making the
impacts of such policies even more problematic. The impacts of zero-tolerance policies are vast
and detrimental. While there are elements that impact all students, it should be made clear that
students of color are disproportionately impacted by such policies. The most critical impacts of
zero-tolerance policies include exclusion from education (and the accompanying results of such
exclusion), criminalization of students and militarization of schools, and the disruption of
positive relationships with teachers and school. Many of these impacts are experienced in a
unique fashion by African American girls who face both gendered and racialized effects of zero
tolerance. Furthermore, as in many places, one of the more positive impacts of zero tolerance in
Michigan has been a movement of resistance against these dangerous and debilitating policies.
Each of these impacts will be discussed briefly in the following sections.
Educational exclusion. As has previously been noted, the number of suspensions and
expulsions meted out has increased significantly following the implementation of zero tolerance
in Michigan (Zweifler & De Beers, 2004). Since schools in Michigan are not required to provide
any alternative educational services, students miss out on valuable instructional time. Even when
students request missed assignments from teachers they are often denied (Nicholson, 2013). This
exclusion leads to increased odds of students “dropping out,” or more accurately, being pushed
out. As Robbins (2008) points out, school exclusions occur most frequently in sixth through
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ninth grades, and school pushout happens most often in tenth grade, suggesting a link between
exclusionary discipline and school pushout. Furthermore, Michigan Juvenile Justice
Collaborative (2015) reports that 88% of all high school dropouts who do not receive a GED will
be incarcerated by the time they are 25, one of the many illustrations of the School-to-Prison
Pipeline. Exclusion from school and the often accompanying pushout can also lead to diminished
job opportunities, an impact that has gendered implications since the income gap between high
school graduates and ‘dropouts’ is greater for women than it is for men (Crenshaw, et al., 2015).
It is important to examine what happens to young people when they are not in school.
While exclusion from school certainly impacts all students, the consequences of this can be
experienced quite differently by students of different socioeconomic statuses (Robbins, 2005;
Zweifler & De Beers, 2004). Youth that are not in school are more likely to engage in risky
behaviors (Stone-Palmquist, 2004), an impact worsened for the vast majority of suspended or
expelled students who come from groups that are least likely to have home supervision or
adequate social supports (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2003). Indeed, Fancher (2009)
describes the story of a young man named Bill who was arrested after shoplifting from a
convenience store during a time in which he should have been in school, but was suspended.
School exclusion can also lead to the perpetuation of negative mental health outcomes
(American Psychological Association Zero Tolerance Task Force, 2008). Finally, exclusion from
school can create feelings of isolation and frustration in students, leading them to disengage from
school (Stone-Palmquist, 2005), which can be even more problematic for African American
girls, given that during adolescence, for a variety of reasons, they typically face a declining
affinity for school to begin with (Bae & Ivashkevich, 2012). Zweifler and De Beers (2004) also
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note that exclusion from school is more harmful to minority population groups as a whole
because they are disproportionately represented in such exclusion.
Criminalization and militarization. With zero tolerance comes the requirement to report
many offenses to the judicial system (Fancher, 2009), creating a condition wherein minor
problems previously handled at the school level can result in jail time and criminal records for
young people. This too has racialized and gendered aspects. For example, Robbins (2008) notes
that young girls of color are often sent to crowded public facilities and exposed to older
detainees, whereas White girls are usually sent to private facilities. Black women are the fastest
growing segment of the prison population (Winn, 2011), likely due in part to their
disproportionate representation in suspensions and expulsions as young girls.
Criminalization is also perpetuated by the growing presence of police and security
officers in schools. Between 1999 and 2003 the number of schools reporting the presence of
security and police officers increased by 30% (Fancher, 2009). The presence of these officers
means that offenses are punished more severely, and often result in more immediate referrals to
the judicial system, with officers often handing out tickets in school. For instance, in Muskegon
schools a fight between students automatically results in a five day suspension, as well as the
issuing of a misdemeanor ticket (Moore, 2014). Furthermore, Fancher (2009) describes some of
the human rights violations that can occur with the presence of officers not trained to work with
children—including handcuffing young children, and even the use of tasers in some Detroit
schools.
The presence of armed security and police officers is just a part of a wider scheme of
militarization and racialized surveillance that happens in schools (Fancher, 2009; Meiners, 2007;
Robbins, 2008), largely in urban schools. In fact, schools with 50% or more of students of color
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are more likely to use strict security measures (Dunbar & Villarruel, 2002). Many students
throughout these schools have expressed that they feel like they are in prison (Fancher, 2009;
Nicholson, 2013), and this is not without reason. Many schools throughout Michigan have grown
to resemble the school described by Loïc Wacquant (2009):
Like inmates, these children are herded into decaying and overcrowded facilities built
like bunkers, where undertrained and underpaid teachers, hampered by a shocking penury
of equipment and supplies—many schools have no photocopy machines, library, science
laboratory, or even functioning bathrooms, and use textbooks that are thirty-year-old
rejects form suburban schools—strive to regulate conduct so as to maintain order and
minimize violent incidents. the physical plant of most establishments resembles
fortresses, complete with concertina wire on outside fences, bricked up windows, heavy
locks on iron doors, metal detectors at the gates and hallways patrolled by armed guards
who conduct spot checks and body searches between buildings. Over the years, essential
educational programs have been cut to divert funds for more weapons, scanners, cameras,
emergency telephones, sign-in desks, and security personnel, whose duty is to repel
unwanted intruders from the outside and hem students inside the school walls. (p. 108)
Indeed the use of metal detectors, biometric scanning, camera systems, drug sweeps, and
other modes of control and surveillance have become increasingly commonplace following zero
tolerance (Robbins, 2008). The use of intense security measures does not seem to be slowing,
despite the fact that such measures do not contribute to a safer school environment (McNeal &
Dunbar, 2010), and are actually “negatively correlated with students’ sense of safety at school”
(National Association of School Psychologists, 2013, p. 2). For African American girls, whose
bodies are often commodified as a result of the many racialized and gendered contexts in which
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they exist, such surveillance and invasiveness can make them feel as though they are being
sexually harassed (Crenshaw, Ocen & Nanda, 2015).
Disruption of relationships. Zero tolerance and the accompanying reliance upon overly
punitive measures of discipline are destructive to student-teacher relationships, creating an
antidemocratic notion of teacher authority (Robbins, 2005), and perpetuating the notion of what
Noam Chomsky (2011) refers to as “schools as sites of obedience.” Indeed, such a hegemonic
system can lead to feelings of distrust and anger between schools and students, especially those
who are already marginalized and seeking some kind of a positive connection with schooling
(Stone-Palmquist, 2004). Additionally, Bracy (2011) reports that the nature of zero tolerance
detracts from the experience of school because many students are more focused on staying out of
trouble than anything else. Furthermore, zero tolerance eliminates the possibility of dialogue
(Robbins, 2005) and results in the requirement of students to check their voices upon arrival at
school (Baiyee, Hawkins, & Polakow, 2013).
African American girls and zero tolerance. African American girls experience particular
gendered and racialized impacts of zero tolerance (Crenshaw, et al., 2015). It is difficult to track
the particular impacts on African American girls in Michigan because schools are not required to
report suspension and expulsion data, and of those that do, none provide data that is separated by
gender. This renders the particular experiences of African American girls in Michigan somewhat
invisible, as is the case in much of the data and literature surrounding zero tolerance. Only
recently, with the publication of a report sponsored by the African American Policy Forum
(Crenshaw, et al., 2015) has the particular plight of Black girls under zero tolerance been
examined. Though their report focuses on the results of their studies completed in Boston and
New York, many of their conclusions are applicable to young African American girls throughout
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Michigan. The authors found that Black girls are eleven times more likely to be subjected to
discipline than White girls, and that in New York, 90% of all girls expelled were Black
(Crenshaw, et al., 2015). In fact, the racial disparities are greater for girls than for boys. Black
males are suspended three times as often as White males, whereas Black girls are suspended six
times as often as White girls (Crenshaw, et al., 2015). Disproportionately of exclusionary
discipline is especially detrimental when we consider the fact that about 84% of the Black girls
who are expelled from school do not have access to any kind of educational services. There are
particular racialized and gendered nuances which may impact this.
Representational Politics of Black Females in the Confines of the Carceral Culture
The representational politics of Black girls in schools impacts the ways in which zerotolerance policies play out for this specific demographic. An understanding of the representation
of Black girls is necessary in order to thoroughly analyze the impacts that policies like zero
tolerance may have upon them. While my research focuses specifically on Black girls, it is also
essential to explore the representations of Black women. While these representations may differ,
they are certainly related. The phenomenon of age compression, whereby adult characteristics
are often forced upon children, is especially relevant for Black children. Morris (2016) explains
that due to our oppressive social landscape, Black girlhood has essentially become
interchangeable with Black womanhood. Thus, many of the representations of Black women are
reflected in the representation of Black girls.
Theories of representation. The politics of representation is a critical component to
consider when engaging in cultural studies. Politics of representation necessitates that the
relationships between power, knowledge, and representation are examined. Stuart Hall (1997)
describes three major theories of representation: reflective, intentional, and constructionist. In
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reflective, or mimetic, representation the meaning of an object, person, or idea lies in that thing
itself, and language simply reflects the meaning. Intentional representation is intentional on
behalf of the speaker or author. That is, they impose their own individualized meanings through
the use of language. Finally, constructionist representation theory contends that we (a culture or
society) construct the meaning of things. It is from this constructionist approach that cultural
studies draws to examine the politics of representation.
Early contributions. Though they are very rarely recognized for their contributions,
early Black scholars have examined issues of representation for years. Indeed bell hooks (1990)
reminds us that Black studies programs have studied issues of race and culture from the very
beginning. Two of the most significant of these early Black scholars are Sojourner Truth and
W.E.B. Du Bois.
Sojourner Truth, despite the many layers of oppression under which she struggled, made
a significant contribution to the politics of representation with her 1851 speech, “Ain’t I a
Woman?” She says, “that man over there says that women need to be helped into carriages and
lifted over ditches, and to have the best place everywhere. Nobody ever helps me into carriages,
or over mud-puddles, or gives me any best place! And ain’t I woman?” (Truth, 1851). Truth
recognized that womanhood was represented in White women, in the ways that they were
treated, and that her treatment meant she was not represented in the definition of a woman. Her
speech was an impassioned cry to be represented.
Du Bois’s (1994) most significant contribution to the politics of representation is his
notion of double consciousness, which he describes as “this sense of always looking at one’s self
through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in
amused contempt” ( p. 2). His assertion that the aim of Black folks was “to be a co-worker in the
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kingdom of culture” (Du Bois, 1994, p. 3) implies that he was aware of the relationship between
power and the creation of culture. Furthermore, his project “American Negro” featured 363
photographs of Black Americans and serve to “disrupt the images of African Americans
produced ‘through the eyes of others’” and to “challenge the discourses and images that
produced an imagined ‘negro criminality’” (Smith, 2000, p. 2). Du Bois’s work was doing the
work of examining the politics of representation before such a notion even existed, but both he
and Truth are largely excluded from discussions in this area.
Saussure and semiotics. Much of the literature on the politics of representation begins
with an examination of the contributions made by Swiss linguist, Ferdinand de Saussure.
Saussure’s work helped to shape the semiotic approach to examining the politics of
representation (Hall, 1997). Culture creates and conveys meaning, and thus depends upon the use
of signs. Saussure further divided these signs into two elements: the signifier and the signified.
The signifier is the form, or the actual word; the signified refers to the idea that the word or form
is associated with (Hall, 1997). Perhaps most important to the development of a politics of
representation was his notion of language as both a history-based and a social institution. In fact,
Saussure (1998) contends that “language never exists apart from the social fact” ( p. 120). His
linguistic contributions helped to lay the groundwork for a politics of representation that would
continue to evolve as more recent scholars interjected notions of power into the conversation.
Foucault and the power of discourse. Foucault’s examination of representation sees a
shift from a focus on language, to the more precise notion of discourse. Hall (1997) defines
Foucault’s notion of discourse as “a group of statements which provide a language for talking
about… a particular topic at a particular historical moment” (p. 44). Discourse defines the ways
in which a topic can or cannot be discussed, and in this way, works to create meaning and
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knowledge. Knowledge and power always work in concert with each other, it is power that forms
knowledge and produces discourses (Foucault, 1982) and it is these discourses that work to
create meaning and truth. Truth, Foucault (1982) contends, is entrenched in circular relations of
power, creating what he terms “regimes of truth” unique to each society (p.73). These regimes of
truth are the discourses that are widely accepted, effectively functioning as the truth. Regimes of
truth can only be established through relations of power, as the ability to influence others, to
have them accept your truth, is a function of authority (Bauman, 1990). The notions of power
and discourse are crucial to understanding the importance of politics of representation to
marginalized groups, those that have been made Other.
Politics of representation and the Other. Jordan-Zachery (2009) contends that “those
individuals who possess social power shape the world in their own image and interest at the
expense of those without power” (p.9). Given the confines of the White supremacist patriarchy in
which we find ourselves as a society, women and people of color are constructed as Other, their
status as such reinforced by the particular Foucauldian regimes of truth represented in dominant
discourses. In other words, as Wallace (1990) argues, production of knowledge is dominated by
White male ethnocentric constructions of reality. For people seen as different from the majority,
this means they are limited to binary forms of representation (Hall, 1997).
Binary representations for Others are perpetuated by the signifying practice of
stereotyping. Hall (1997) describes the process of stereotyping: “Stereotypes get hold of the few
simple, vivid, memorable, easily grasped and widely recognized characteristics about a person,
reduce everything about the person to those traits, exaggerate and simplify them, and fix them”
(p. 258). Stereotypes are perpetuated, in part, by what Stuart Hall (1997) refers to as intertextuality, meaning that images are read in the context of other images, that images accumulate
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meanings across different texts. Inter-textuality and stereotyping combine with notions of power
and discourse within the politics of representation to create conditions of hegemony and
domination for Black folks. Indeed, bell hooks (1992) contends that
there is a direct and abiding connection between the maintenance of White supremacist
patriarchy in this society and the institutionalization via mass media of specific images,
representations of race, of blackness that support and maintain the oppression,
exploitation, and overall domination of black people” (p.2).
Black women are seen as being marginal to the production of knowledge, and thus they are
placed within the dangerous location of having high visibility combined with a total lack of voice
(Wallace, 1990).
Representational Politics of African American Women
In her remarkable TED talk, feminist and author Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (2009)
warned of the danger of the single story, saying that “that is how to create a single story. Show a
people as one thing, as only one thing, over and over again, and that is what they become.” For
Black women in America there has almost always been one story. The story may have changed
over time, but even as it evolves, the story of Black women in the dominant discourse remains
singular. As Foucault (1982) argues, all meanings are rooted in history. The dominant
representations of Black women today have origins in the historical representations to which
Black women have been subjected. As such, it is necessary that these representations be
examined briefly in order to truly grasp the meanings of the most recent incarnations of Black
women’s representation. This section of the paper will briefly explore the representational
politics to which African American women have been subjected, as well as the historical images
in which these representations are rooted.
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Historical representations. The politics of representation places emphasis on the
significance of historical context in the creation of specific images or representations (Foucault,
1984; Hall, 1997). Indeed, the representations of Black women in more recent times have origins
located in historical images like that of the Mammy, Jezebel, and Sapphire. They worked
together to help mold a single story of Black women—with three characters. These historical
representations served specific contextual purposes in history, but they continue to influence
more recent representations of Black women.
Mammy. The image of the Mammy was most iconized in the character by the same name
played by Hattie McDaniel in the 1939 film Gone with the Wind. Just like the character in the
movie, Mammy was a domestic enslaved person who was charged with caring for the family of
her owner. The image of Mammy was deliberately constructed to maintain the socioeconomic
order, which at the time centered on the institution of chattel slavery (Simms, 2001). Mammy
was depicted as always being happy and jolly in nature, content in her servitude to Whites
(Jordan-Zachery, 2009; Simms, 2001), serving as a means to justify slavery and providing a
response to those that criticized the institution as being harsh and demeaning (Harris-Perry,
2011). Mammy was also represented as asexual with features that are associated with notions of
masculinity in Western culture (Jewell, 1993), necessary both to remove any threat that might
exist with the presence of a Black woman in the home of a White family, and also to highlight
patriarchal concepts of womanhood located only in White women (Morton, 1991). Furthermore,
though Mammy was portrayed as a maternal and nurturing figure, this nurturing was reserved
only for the White family for whom she was forced to labor. As a result of this, Mammy was
seen as incapable of caring for her own children, and having a minimal level of competence that
was predicated on the fact the she was constantly under the supervision of the White mistress
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(Jordan-Zachery, 2009). As marginalized folks are most often granted simplistic binary
representations (Hall, 1997), the “good black womanhood” (Morton, 1991, p. 31) represented by
Mammy had to have a contrasting image. This image was found in the representation of the
Jezebel.
Jezebel. In direct contrast to the image of the Mammy, Jezebel was cast as a hypersexual,
promiscuous and lust-driven woman (Jordan-Zachery, 2009; Simms, 2001). While Mammy was
meant to represent what “good black womanhood” (Morton, 1991, p. 31) looked like, Jezebel
represented the “bad black girl” (Jewell, 1993, p. 46). The image of Jezebel is said to have
emerged from the physical conditions of slavery, wherein slave women were forced to disrobe at
slave auctions and often had to lift up long skirts to perform the forced labor required of them
(Jewell, 1993). These realities were exaggerated to construct the hypersexual representation of
Jezebel, a representation that “excused both profit driven and casual sexual exploitation” (HarrisPerry, 2011, p. 56) of enslaved women. So, while the image of Jezebel allowed White men to
rape Black women with impunity, it also helped them increase their wealth as slave-owners
when these rapes resulted in pregnancy (Simms, 2001). The image also helped construct Black
women as not “real” women, contrasting their supposed promiscuous nature with the modesty of
Victorian culture, and justifying the fact that they were not entitled to the same protections as
White women (Jordan-Zachery, 2009). Finally, many accounts of Jezebel also cast her as being
greedy and tricky, willing to use her seductive nature to get whatever she wanted (JordanZachery, 2009). Jezebel began the dominant image of the Black female body as representation of
sexual deviance (hooks, 1992).
Sapphire. Sapphire too was also represented in popular culture by a character with the
same name. This time, the character appeared in the radio and television show, Amos ‘n’ Andy.
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Sapphire is most noted for her sassy, loquacious nature (Jewell, 1993; Jordan-Zachery, 2009).
She was seen as being a nag who used her sharp tongue to control and demasculate Black men
(hooks, 1992; Jordan-Zachery, 2009). Sapphire offers her opinion in an animated manner, is not
nearly passive enough for American standards, and is often told that “you’re always running
your mouth” (Jewell, 1993, p.45).
Representations of Black women in the 20th century and beyond. The historical
images of Mammy, Jezebel, and Sapphire laid the ground work for the representations that Black
women would experience in the 20th century and beyond. Much like these historical images, their
modern incarnations have been created to maintain and perpetuate the existing cultural and
socioeconomic order (Simms, 2001). The politics of representation for Black women in the 20th
century has included the use of what have been termed controlling images (Jordan-Zachery,
2009; Simms, 2001). These stereotypes, much like their historical counterparts, have been used
to mold public policy and include: the welfare queen, the crack mother, the angry Black woman,
and its associated loud Black girls. This portion of the paper will briefly discuss the
characterization of each of these images, while the subsequent section will examine how these
images have been used to mold public policy and inform modalities of social control upon Black
women.
Welfare queen. In many of his speeches, former President Ronald Reagan told animated
and embellished stories of so-called “welfare queens.” His most well-known story represents the
welfare queen as having:
Eighty names, thirty addresses [and] twelve Social Security cards [who] is collecting
veteran’s benefits on four non-existing deceased husbands. She’s got Medicaid, getting
food stamps, and she is collecting welfare under each of her names. Her tax-free cash
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income is over $150,000. (Haney-Lopez, 2014, p. 5)
Though Reagan’s conception of the welfare queen may be the one most often referred to, it
would not be the last, and it was definitely not the first. Even in 1965, U.S. News and World
Report described the typical welfare recipient as “a poor Negro girl… She is insecure,
uneducated, unsophisticated, frightened.” (Nadasen, 2007, p. 58).
Despite a decline in the percentage of Black women represented in the recipients of
welfare between 1969 and 1964, welfare queens were always cast as Black women (JordanZachery, 2009). The construction of the welfare queen borrowed from the historical image of the
Jezebel—she was sexually promiscuous and often had sex with multiple partners, producing
what was deemed an excessive amount of children that she was unable to care for (Harris-Perry,
2011; Jordan-Zachery, 2009; Lens, 2002). In fact, some have gone so far as to refer to these
women as “breeding mules” (Polakow, 1996, p. 7). Furthermore, the welfare queen is
consistently characterized as being lazy, irresponsible, and unwilling to work (Jewell, 1993;
Jordan-Zachery, 2009). In fact, just as the Jezebel was seen as manipulative, the welfare queen is
seen as a morally corrupt woman who manipulates the system and has more and more children
simply to increase her welfare benefits (Jewel, 1993; Jordan-Zachery, 2009). As a result of these
characterizations, the welfare queen (and the Black women that the image is supposed to
represent) is seen as an unfit mother and in need moral supervision (Jordan-Zachery, 2009).
The crack mother. Alongside the image of the welfare queen came another
representation of an inherently unfit Black mother: the crack mother. Despite the fact that most
women who took drugs during pregnancy were White (Jordan-Zachery, 2009), the crack mother
was undoubtedly cast as a Black woman. The image of the crack mother made use of previous
representations, because just like Mammy and Jezebel, she was seen as the antithesis of a good
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mother (Jordan-Zachery, 2009). When the crisis of the crack baby emerged in the 1980s, it was
seen as the “living, squealing, suffering evidence of pathological black motherhood” (HarrisPerry, 2011, p. 282). The crack mother was portrayed as being a hyper violent underclass citizen
who was a threat to “good” members of society (Jordan-Zachery, 2009). The supposed violent
and criminal nature moved the crack mother out of the category of female criminal, and aligned
her more with Black male criminals, thus making it easier to justify the increasing incarceration
of Black women (Jordan-Zachery, 2009). Indeed, Jordan-Zachery (2009) contends that it is the
crack mother epidemic that really catalyzed the gendering of crime policy, especially as it relates
to Black women.
Though the idea of the crack baby does not appear much in the current discourse, we are
still faced with images of Black women that represent them as drug addicts. For instance, in 2013
a 19-year-old Black woman, Renisha McBride, was murdered by a White man when she
knocked on his door to request help after she had been in a car accident. While charges were
only brought against the killer after days of immense community protest and there was no
evidence that a toxicology report had been completed on him, a toxicology report was
immediately done on the body of the young victim (Goodman & Shaikh, 2013). This is merely
one example of the ways in which the representation of Black women as drug addicted continues
to impact both life and death for Black women in the United States.
The angry Black woman. The historical image of the Sapphire rears its ugly head in the
more modern conception of the angry Black women. Much like Sapphire, the angry Black
woman is represented as being shrill, loud, argumentative, and verbally abusive (Harris-Perry,
2011). She is described as this sort of “eye-rolling, neck-popping, ‘oh-no-you-didn’t’ angry
woman” (Harris-Perry, 2011, p. 95). The angry Black woman is not described as having a

TRAJECTORY OF TRAUMA

29

legitimate claim to this anger, rather she is characterized as being constantly and irrationally
angry, allowing for the legitimate claims of Black women to be ignored (Harris-Perry, 2011).
Black women acting in an assertive manner represent a threat to the status of both men of all
races, and White women (Wallace, 1990) and must therefore be dismissed as irrational.
Not only does this representation work to justify the dismissal of the voices of Black
women, but it also seems to provide a justification for the murder of Black women. Recently, a
young Black woman named Sandra Bland was pulled over in Texas for what should have been a
routine traffic stop (she had apparently failed to use her turn signal before switching lanes). The
officer then assaulted the woman and took her to jail where she was found dead in her cell a few
days later under suspicious circumstances, circumstances which would tend to indicate that it
was not suicide as the police contend, but rather she was killed by officers in a massive cover-up
(Goodman & Shaikh, 2015). The case is being discussed widely on social media and comments
all over the Internet confirm that the image of the angry Black woman is alive and well. For
example, a YouTube video about the case uploaded by Raw Story (2015) garnered the following
comments in regards to the victim’s behavior: “She got all uppity,” “’Cause she was a mouthy
ass bitch,” and “She is an arrogant bitch. Maybe her cellmates killed her cause an attitude like
that doesn’t even work in prison.” Even in her tragic death this woman could not seem to move
beyond the representation of being the angry Black woman.
Social Control of Black Women
As Foucault (1984) reminds us, knowledge is productive; it results in certain real-life
consequences. The representations of Black women matter because, as Morgan and Bennett
(2006) contend, “these stereotypes are more than representations; they are representations that
shape realities” (p. 490). Those in positions of power use the politics of representation to

TRAJECTORY OF TRAUMA

30

construct the dominant discourses around particular subjects, using these representations as a
form of discursive capital (Jordan-Zachery, 2009). The representations of Black women have
contributed to a dominant discourse that sees Black women as being in constant need of
surveillance and supervision. These controlling images have been used to inform public policies
that implement varying forms of social control upon them. Wacquant(2009) refers to these
varying modes of social control as part of a carceral system which includes, among other things,
chattel slavery and the institutional complex.
Chattel slavery. It is perhaps the most obvious mode of social control under which Black
women have found themselves, and it also the institution upon which all other modes of control
have been based. Under the institution of chattel slavery, both Black men and women were
viewed as commodities. This commodification of enslaved peoples was so deeply entrenched
that the births and deaths of these people were recorded not in the family Bible, but in the
slaveholder’s business ledger (Roberts, 1999). For women, however, the burden was worsened
because of their potential for reproduction. The notion of a captive female created a situation in
which sexual violence was the norm (Sexton, 2010). In fact, Black women were viewed as being
so morally loose that “they were impossible to rape” (Hill-Collins, 2004, p. 64). Rape during
chattel slavery was seen not only as a means of increasing the labor force, but also as a form of
social control.
After the abolition of chattel slavery, Jim Crow was the primary means through which the
state was able to exert social control over African Americans. During the time of Jim Crow,
institutional policies which ensured the oppression of Black Americans continued to evolve,
creating a vast institutional complex. Within the confines of this complex, social control is
maintained through the use of welfare and family policies, and incarceration, among others.
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Welfare. Feminists have rightfully called for a more nuanced and gendered discussion of
welfare policies and their implications, arguing that its so-called protections are often times little
more than paternalistic and patriarchal restrictions on the lives of poor women (Abramovitz,
1996; Gordon, 1990). While gender has certainly impacted the discourses of welfare, so too has
race. In fact, Mink (1990) argues that “while gender difference was the cornerstone of the early
American welfare state, the social geology of race in America drove the politics of welfare state
building” (p. 100). As such, any discussion of welfare policies in America requires a careful
consideration of the racial and gender nuances of such policies and their accompanying
discourses.
Many of the first widely implemented aid programs in this country came in the first half
of the twentieth century and served mostly White male workers (Gustafson, 2009). Aid to
Dependent Children (ADC) was created with Title IV of the Social Security Act of 1935, the
primary purpose of which was to allow widows to care for their children. In other words, the
federal government provided these funds to actually encourage mothers to stay at home and take
care of their children (Jordan-Zachery, 2009). In contrast, the state of Louisiana, in 1943, refused
any assistance to women during cotton-picking season, perpetuating the notion that the role of
Black women be restricted to laborer (Nadasen, 2007). These and other policies were used to
deny African Americans welfare benefits (Gordon, 1994), but as the welfare rolls became more
available to them the discourse around the issue of welfare began to change. Discourse around
welfare became “couched in ‘moral’ and ‘personal responsibility’ frames” (Polakow, 1996, p. 7).
Accordingly, exclusionary modes of selection and eligibility for welfare benefits became
more widespread. The government instituted suitable home policies, whose criteria for suitability
were subjective and clearly rooted in the dominant discourse that Black culture was somehow
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not good enough. These policies were so widespread that by 1960 at least 23 states had
implemented them (Abramovitz, 1996)—the state of Michigan had passed a suitable home law in
1953. Related to this, a 1961 policy implemented midnight raids to enforce “man of the house”
rules, wherein unmarried women who were discovered to have men in their house at night were
deemed morally unfit and thus lost any welfare benefits they had been receiving. Furthermore,
stigmatizing measures that allowed states to make the names of welfare recipients public and
forced families to pick up welfare checks at police stations were also put into place.
Perhaps the greatest assault on welfare occurred with the implementation of the Personal
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) in 1996. This served to
effectively end the system of welfare as it was once known. Despite the fact that in 1996 the
percentage of African American families receiving welfare was approximately equal to that of
White families (Jordan-Zachery, 2009), welfare was still seen as a ‘Black issue,’ a contention
which was made clear in the discourse surrounding welfare ‘reform’ at the time. PRWORA
placed a two year limit on welfare benefits and implemented work first requirements which
mandate that parents receiving assistance must work for a minimum of 20 hours per week
(Polakow, 1996). Policies like these devalued the mothering work of Black women and
cemented their status as laborers (Nadasen, 2007).
Loic Wacquant (2009) contends that “the ‘welfare reform’ endorsed by Clinton in 1996
subjects public aid recipients to intrusive practices of lifelong record keeping and close
supervision, and it establishes a strict monitoring of their behaviors” (p. 83). Indeed, welfare
recipients are forced to undergo fingerprinting, drug testing, photographing, and even DNA
testing to establish paternity of children (Ocen, 2012). Under PRWORA, law enforcement can
now use food stamp records to locate and apprehend any recipients that may have outstanding
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arrest warrants. Furthermore, the Supreme Court has upheld the use of warrantless searches of
any households receiving public assistance (Ocen, 2012). This treatment is a reflection of the
fact that recipients are assumed to be fraudulent and/or criminal, an assumption set forth by the
representation of Black women as welfare queens who are looking to “cheat the system.” It is
also reflective of the ideology that just like the Mammy and the Jezebel, Black women lack
moral values and can thus only be trusted under the supervision of Whites.
Family policies. The image of the Jezebel created a representation of the Black woman
as being sexually promiscuous, and alongside Mammy, an inherently bad mother. These two
representations of Black women, as well as that of the welfare queen, are clearly invoked in the
policies which have been established to exert control over Black families.
In the 1980s, Charles Murray, among others, argued that the welfare system as we knew
it was inducing Black women to both have more babies and to refrain from getting married
(Roberts, 2002). Much of the discourse at this time harkened back to Moynihan’s assertion that
single Black mothers were the reason for the “problems” in the Black community. As such, there
has been a focus on viewing marriage as the solution to poverty (Jordan-Zachery, 2009), as seen
in the implementation of laws like the Fathers Count Act of 1999, the Deficit Reduction Act of
2005, and the Responsible Fatherhood and Healthy Families Act of 2007.
Jordan-Zachery (2009) contends that “when children are seen as capital (and in the postcivil rights movement, as a drain on capital), childbearing is distinctly not about motherhood” (p.
117). The 20th century saw the implementation of several policies that were meant to decrease
the number of children Black women bore, or in some cases, eliminate the possibility of bearing
any children at all. Family caps for welfare were initiated in the 1990s that would offer no
additional money for any children that were born while the mother is receiving welfare (Jordan-
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Zachery, 2009). Prior to such policies, forced sterilization was used to prevent Black women
from reproducing. By 1932 at least 26 states had passed compulsory sterilization laws that
prevented women deemed ‘unfit’ from reproducing. The use of sterilization was so common that
in 1974 an Alabama court discovered that between 100,000 and 150,000 poor Black teenagers
were sterilized each year in Alabama (Smith, 2013). It was not until 1978 that any restrictions on
sterilization were implemented, and even to this day, pressure to submit to sterilization and the
use of birth control remain prevalent (Harris-Perry, 2011).
The child welfare system also works to disrupt Black families, removing children from
their homes and increasing state supervision of these children and their families. Black children
are the most likely to enter the child welfare system, and also fare the worst under the state’s
supervision (Roberts, 2002). Black children are more often placed in out-of-home custody than
any other group, and spend more time in foster care (Roberts, 2002). Roberts (2002) contends
that such disproportionalities are explicitly race-related, as “child welfare workers and judges
find it easier to break up Black families” (p. 47).
Incarceration. The representation of Black women as immoral (as presented in
discussions of Jezebel and the welfare queen) has contributed to the increasing use of
incarceration as a means through which Black women can be supervised and controlled. Crime
policy has also taken on particular gendered and racial frames as a result of the image of the
crack mother. Since 1980, there has been a six-fold increase in the number of women in prison,
with Black women disproportionately represented in these numbers (Jordan-Zachery, 2009). In
fact, African American women account for 50% of girls and women that are incarcerated, and 1
in 100 Black women is behind bars (Winn, 2011).
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The vast majority of these women are imprisoned as a result of the War on Drugs, which
has actually had a greater effect on women than men (Jordan-Zachery, 2009). By 1996, 1 in 3
female prisoners were incarcerated for drugs (Jordan-Zachary, 2009). Since representations of
Black women cast them as “other,” and not fitting the dominant discourse of what it means to be
a woman, they are often viewed as violent perpetrators, and their domestic violence complaints
are often ignored (Wun, 2014). As a result, many Black women are rarely given appropriate
supports and are forced to commit economic crimes to provide for their families after leaving an
abusive situation (Jordan-Zachery, 2009). Furthermore, Jordan-Zachery (2009) contends that
mandatory minimums for drug charges are another means through which Black women are
effectively subjected to forced sterilization. The purpose of much crime policy, informed by
representations of Black women, is to “solidify the construction of Black women as other”
(Jordan-Zachery, 2009, p. 79).
Representational Politics of Black Girlhood
As a result of the phenomenon of age compression, a process which makes the notion of
innocent Black children structurally impossible, many of the representations of Black women are
forced upon young Black girls. These representations, however, can play out differently within
the school environment.
The values of middle-class White femininity are viewed as the norm in society, and it is
no different within our schools. Schools value the so-called “traditional” traits of femininity like
passivity and subordination (Stevens, 2002). On the contrary, Black girls tend to develop more
androgynous gender traits, a necessary response to the complex hierarchies of oppression with
which they are forced to reckon (Belgrave, 2009). The more that young Black girls deviate from
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these norms of middle class White femininity, the more harshly schools and educators will
respond to them (Morris, 2016).
Even in their youth, the voices of Black girls are deemed to be “too much.” While the
image of the loud Black girl shares many common characteristics with that of the angry Black
woman, these traits have different functions within the context of schooling, so there should be
some distinction made. Several scholars (Fordham, 1993; Francis, 2012; Lei, 2003; Morris,
2007) have examined the perception that teachers have of African American girls and they all
found similar results: Black girls are too loud. The representation of the angry Black woman
becomes a loud Black girl. The loud Black girl is characterized as being loud, disruptive,
aggressive, confrontational, and having “attitude” (Fordham, 1993; Francis, 2012; Lei, 2003;
Morris, 2007). The exertion of curiosity and critical thinking when done by Black girls is very
often misconstrued as representing a challenge to authority (Morris, 2016). Black girls
themselves have taken note of this representation that has been constructed of them, lamenting
that “being black bears the curse of loudness” (Carroll, 1997, p. 91).
The notion of the hypersexual Jezebel is also forced upon young Black girls in schools.
The representation of the Jezebel creates a situation in which Black girls essentially “are” their
bodies. As a result, many Black girls are slut-shamed by their schools and teachers, under the
guise of dress-code violations (Morris, 2016). Furthermore, Black girls are especially vulnerable
to sexual harassment and violence within schools, so much so that it is considered to be one of
the “everyday features of cultural milieu” (Miller, 2008, p.73). Just as Black women in chattel
slavery were considered essentially “unrapeable,” Black girls in schools are rarely viewed as
victims of sexual violence or harassment. In fact, Black girls are rendered unable to access injury
(Wun, 2016), essentially making them unable to be harassed or to be victims of violence. In
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cases where Black girls experience sexual harassment or violence in schools, they are rarely able
to get the help they need from school personnel (Miller, 2008) and, as a result, are often left to
fend for themselves. In many cases where Black girls exhibit violent behaviors in school, they
have only done so as a means of protecting themselves (Morash & Chesney-Lind, 2009).
Black girls and identity development. The most fundamental task of adolescent
development is the development of one’s personal identity (Belgrave, 2009). Given their
multiplicative identity, this can be even more complicated for Black girls. That is to say that
Black girls have to reckon with both racial and gender identities and how they merge to create
one holistic identity (Wing, 2003). This process of identity development is tied to social
structures, and for Black girls, schools may have the greatest influence on the trajectory of this
development (Morris, 2016). Furthermore, a degree of communal connection is essential for
identity development in Black girls (Stevens, 2002). Our schools, however, largely operate in a
manner that works to reproduce the power structures that exist in society, thus making it difficult
for many girls of color to engage in school (Morris, 2016). The lack of communal connection
caused by this may make identity development even more difficult for young Black girls, and
lead to their engagement in “problem behaviors” (Belgrave, 2009).
Due the varying modes of oppression with which Black girls are faced, traits like selfassertion and agency are critical to the development of positive identity development (Stevens,
2002). This same “sassiness,” then, that Black girls are routinely punished for, is actually a key
component of their adolescent developmental process. In fact, the use of resistance is often
required by Black girls in order to overcome the structural boundaries that have been set for
them. Essentially, our oppressive and hierarchal system has required that Black girls develop
strength, agency, and resistance, but this same system punishes them when they use it.
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Miller (2008) describes violence against women as a “ubiquitous feature of urban
landscapes” (p. 1). As such, Black girls experience a disproportionate amount of trauma. In fact,
Black girls have victimization rates four times that of White girls (Cook, 2015). As a result of
this trauma, many victimized girls do not feel safe at school and may thus further disengage from
school and exhibit behaviors which may be deemed problematic by schools and teachers (Saar,
Epstein, Rosenthal & Vafa, 2015). The refusal of schools to properly care for traumatized girls
lead to behaviors like defiance and disruption, behaviors which are actually completely normal
responses to trauma (Saar, Epstein, Rosenthal & Vafa, 2015). Black girls are routinely
disciplined for such behaviors, furthering their disengagement from school and increasing the
likelihood that they will find themselves arrested or detained. It is not a mere coincidence that
the crimes for which Black girls are most commonly arrested also happen to be common
symptoms of abuse and trauma, and that more than 70% of girls in detention facilities have a
history of trauma (Morris, 2016). We have essentially created a system whereby young girls,
especially young Black girls, are being criminalized both in and out of schools for having
experienced sexual abuse.
Zero tolerance as carceral culture for Black girls. These representations of Black girls
have devastating impacts on their experiences in schools. Zero-tolerance policies and the
accompanying modes of discipline, make Black girls, once again, subject to surveillance and
control. This is so much the case that school discipline has essentially become an “instrument in
the afterlife of slavery” (Wun, 2016, p. 179). As previously noted, rates of exclusionary
discipline for Black girls are increasing and are disproportionate as compared to their peers and
is especially acute in the South (Morris, 2016). Coincidentally, even as the rates of arrest and
detention for boys have declined, these rates for Black girl have increased (Morris, 2016).
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One of the primary apparati of the carceral culture is Durkheim’s notion of the use of
punishment as a communicative device (1973). That is to say that punishment does not exist
necessarily to punish the offender, but to provide some kind of message to those witnessing the
punishment. It is the state’s way of defining for the masses what it values. When Black girls in
schools are routinely disciplined for asserting their agency or offering resistance to the
oppression with which they are faced, it spreads the message that “good” Black girls should be
silent. It creates a dichotomy whereby Black girls are forced to squeeze their identities into one
of two boxes, making the choice between what Jones (2010) characterizes as “good versus
ghetto.” Those Black girls that assert agency and work to resist oppressive forces are considered
to be too far removed from the White feminist traits characterized as the norm, and become
“ghetto,” and are punished severely for it. “Good” girls, on the contrary, are supposed to be quiet
and passive, silent to the injustices with which they are faced.
Conclusion
The excessive use of discipline and criminalization as a means to define and control
Black women and girls is certainly not a new concept. It began with the birth of our nation and
has reinvented itself several times over throughout our history, whether it be through chattel
slavery, welfare reform, or incarceration. One of its most recent appearances can be seen in the
use of zero-tolerance policies in schools. Just like previous incarnations of these modalities of
social control, zero tolerance does not specifically target Black girls. However, just like its
ancestors (welfare reform, family policies, etc.), its implementation has been used as a means to
further the control of Black girls, and to do so at younger and younger ages. So, while zerotolerance policies certainly have a negative impact on all of our students, the particular historical
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and societal contexts of schooling and of society demand that we take a more nuanced look at the
impacts that these policies have on young Black girls.
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Chapter Three: Methodology

In conducting this research, multiple modes of qualitative research were employed,
including critical ethnography, participatory action research (PAR), and case studies. My
selection of these particular modes of inquiry was based on both their suitability for my research,
as well as the theoretical frameworks under which I have completed this study.
Defining Qualitative Research
The modes with which I have chosen to engage for my research all fall under the
umbrella of qualitative research, and thus a brief discussion of this wider mode of scholarship is
necessary. The importance of qualitative research was established largely by the work of the
Chicago School in the 1920s and 1930s (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000) and continues to be an
essential mode of scholarship, especially within the field of education. Though it has come to
mean slightly different things throughout different historical moments, qualitative research can
generally be defined as a method of inquiry that seeks to understand human behavior in its
natural setting (Dimitriadis, 2008; Lichtman, 2013). It relies upon the ontological belief that
there are multiple realities, or the constructivist notion that individuals construct their own
perceptions of the world (Glesne, 2006). This is in opposition to the positivist notion that there
can be one objective and observable truth (Lichtman, 2013). Qualitative research focuses on the
use of thick description and utilizes inductive reasoning in its analysis of data, moving from the
specific to the general (Lichtman, 2013; Slavin, 2007). In other words, “small facts speak to
large issues” (Geertz, 1973, p. 23). Furthermore, it should be noted that qualitative research
inherently makes use of multiple methods and operates in various modes, among the common
modes of qualitative research are: ethnography, grounded theory, phenomenology, action
research, life history, and case studies (Glesne, 2006). Perhaps most importantly, in qualitative
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research the researchers themselves are the primary means of research, it is through the eyes of
the researcher and their particular contexts that data is collected and analyzed (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2013; Glesne, 2006; Lichtman, 2013).
Though qualitative research has been a staple in many realms of academia, there is still
resistance to this mode of inquiry. For example, critics argue that it lacks rigor and validity, it is
unscientific, and that it has subversive political implications (Denzin & Lincoln, 2013).
Qualitative researchers, however, embrace these notions of their chosen scholarship, arguing that
all research is subjective, all findings have political meanings (Denzin & Lincoln, 2013), and that
it is “neither possible nor desirable for researchers to keep their values from influencing aspects
of the research” (Lichtman, 2013, p. 25). Qualitative researchers contend issues of rigor and
validity through the use of triangulation, using a variety of different sources to display the
existence of multiple notions of reality (Denzin & Lincoln, 2013; Slavin, 2007), adding elements
of depth, richness and vigor to their research. It is with this notion in mind, as well as the
particular elements of my research project, that I have chosen to engage in multiple modes of
qualitative research, relying predominantly upon the use of critical ethnography, participatory
action research, and case studies.
Critical Ethnography
One of the primary goals of my research surrounding African American girls and their
experiences under zero tolerance school discipline is to examine the ways in which these young
women interact and make meaning of their lives under the suppressive culture that is the
foundation of such policies. Ethnography, which focuses on the immersion within a particular
group or culture, is perhaps the most efficient way at getting at such a question. More
specifically, the use of critical ethnography will allow me to examine such questions thoroughly
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while also implying a level of transparency about my intentional strive for social justice
throughout this process. Critical ethnography has specific intentions that differentiate it from the
more broad definition of ethnography. Some have described critical ethnography as the
“important convergence of critical theory and deep ethnographic explorations (Dimitriadis, 2008,
p. 62). Still others differentiate by describing ethnography simply as studying what is, and
critical ethnography as examining what could be (Glesne, 2006). In the end, a thorough
examination of critical ethnography necessitates a look at both the principles of ethnography and
critical social theory, as well as the unique practice that emerges when we combine the two.
Ethnography. Though for many ethnography is synonymous with qualitative research
generally (Dimitriadis, 2008; Glesne, 2006), the practice of ethnography comes with a distinct
set of methods and principles. Ethnography, whose meaning comes from the Greek meaning “to
describe a people or cultural group” (Glesne, 2006, p. 8) has now become a staple of qualitative
research, but its history is not without contention or controversy.
History. The roots of ethnography can be found in the field of anthropology, where it was
initially associated with the colonial research efforts of European imperialists whose impulse was
to “know others in order to lambast them, better manage them, or exalt them” (Behar, 1996, p.
4). As formal colonial control of much of the Global South came to an end, so too did the
original notion of what it meant to practice ethnography and its association with traveling abroad
to find the exotic. Ethnography soon began to follow the trends set by the Chicago School,
including the use of field work to study groups of people within one’s own wider culture. One of
the most seminal works of this time was Thrasher’s (1926) study of gang life in urban Chicago.
Similar to the vast majority of other ethnographic work as we have come to know it, his work
focused on the study of a marginalized population (in Thrasher’s case, low income men involved
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in lives of crime). In much the same way that colonial ethnography had used research to pass
judgement upon the cultures of others, so too did this early work, engaging frequently in
pathologizing discourses in which certain populations were made to be symbolic of society’s ills
(Dimitriadis, 2008).
While the early contributions of Black scholars to the field of ethnography have largely
been marginalized or altogether ignored, their contributions to the field have been significant.
For example, W.E.B. Du Bois, in his seminal work The Philadelphia Negro (1899) was one of
the first to address issues of reflexivity in research and to engage in the use of triangulation
(Zuberi, 2004). Furthermore, Du Bois conceptualized a structural approach to anthropology
which continues to influence the field of ethnography today (Williams, 2004). Zora Neale
Hurston also made significant contributions to ethnography. Even before the Chicago School
“established” the tradition of ethnography at home, Hurston was engaging in ethnographic
research in her own community, taking a look at the cultural continuities and differences that
existed across the Black diaspora as a result of slavery (McClaurin, 2001). Ethnographers from
marginalized groups continue to make significant contributions to the transformation of
ethnography in part because “marginalized people are less likely to create totalizing discourses
simply because they will never mistake themselves for ‘the universal man,’ (McClaurin, 2001, p.
55).
Central concerns, assumptions, and interpretive framework. Ethnography is no longer
centrally concerned with the empirical notion of studying others, a notion which harkens to the
imperialist roots of the field. Conversely, ethnography is built upon the formation of
relationships (Dimitriadis, 2008; Fine, Weis, Weseen, & Wong, 2000; Foley, 2010) with many
ethnographers studying with their participants (Glesne, 2006; Winn, 2011) in a process of deep
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immersion, the purpose of which is to begin to understand the participants’’ interpretations of
their culture. Geertz (1988) describes this process of immersion, arguing that ethnography
depends upon the researcher’s ability to “convince us that what they say is a result of their
having actually penetrated… or having, one way or another, truly ‘been there’” (p. 4).
Once a researcher is “there,” they engage in ethnography using multiple sites of
knowledge and a variety of methods. The most common of these methods is field observation,
or the actual work that has to happen as researchers become immersed within the culture they are
attempting to understand. During field observation the ethnographer keeps field notes wherein
they write down “in regular, systematic ways what she observes and learns” (Emerson, Fretz, &
Shaw, 1995, p. 1), Geertz (1973) describes the importance of the researcher keeping dense
records of their having ‘been there, or what he refers to as “thick description.” Thick description,
according to Carspecken (2002) should include, (a) the recording of speech acts and body
movements, (b) low inference vocabulary use, (c) frequent time recording, (d) the use of
specially noted observer comments, and (e) the recording of contextual information before
description begins. In addition to these observations and their accompanying thick descriptions,
much ethnographic work involves the use of interviews as a source of knowledge (Walford,
2007). These interviews can help the researcher to further understand how individuals make
sense out of their experiences, and serve also to ensure the inclusion of a variety of points of
view within the research (Dimitriadis, 2008). No matter how the work is done, it remains true
that in works of ethnography, the researcher herself is the primary instrument through which data
is collected and analyzed (Watt, 2007). This is often a point of contention for critics of the field,
many of whom argue that ethnography is too subjective to count as “real” science (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2000).
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Ethnography is indeed subjective, and that is exactly the point. Ethnography rejects the
positivist notion of objectivity and instead embraces the subjectivity of the human experience,
arguing that, as Geertz (1973) contends, ethnography really involves the construction of other
people’s constructions of reality. Research, just like culture, is an interpretive process, and is thus
viewed as an inherently political act within the context of ethnography (Dimitriadis, 2008;
Geertz, 1973; Schreiber, 2011). Each part of the research process in ethnography is subjective
and interpretive in nature, even work that may erroneously be seen as purely functional and
neutral in nature (Dimitriadis, 2008). For example, in the transcription of interviews the
researcher can choose how to punctuate or “clean up” the speech of the participants, and decide
whether and how to include moments of silence that may have occurred throughout the
interviewing process.
As a result of both the political nature of ethnography, and the potential closeness of the
relationship between researcher and participant, the idea of reflexivity is especially critical to the
practice of ethnography. Reflexivity, as defined by Foley (2010), is the act of “directing one’s
own gaze at one’s own experience” (p. 473). Reflexivity, then, involves important disclosures
like the researcher making their value system transparent, and providing an authentic response to
the ways in which their work impacts them, and they impact their work (Foley, 2010). In other
words, as Behar (1996) contends, reflexivity requires a “keen understanding of what aspects of
the self are the most important filters through which one perceives the world, and more
particularly, the topic being studied” (p. 13). It is important to note, however, that despite the
importance of reflexivity, when a privileged researcher is working with participants that have
been marginalized, it has the potential to silence the voices of those participants (Fine, et al.,
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2000). The notion of a proper balance of reflexivity was critical as I conducted my own research
and will be addressed in a later section of this chapter.
Critical theory. Critical ethnography, as some define it, involves the melding of the
ethnographic tradition with the use of critical theory (Dimitriadis, 2008). Whether or not this
definition is entirely accurate, the impact of critical theory upon the formulation of critical
ethnography is undoubtedly significant. While critical theory is certainly far too expansive to
examine in completion within the context of this paper, its importance cannot be denied, and thus
a very brief explanation is required.
Critical theory, as Kincheloe and McLaren (2000) optimistically characterize it, is the
discourse of possibility. Critical theory was developed in Frankfurt, Germany, and was, in part, a
response to the overly deterministic nature of much of the Marxist scholarship of the era. Max
Horkheimer was the director of this institute, whose primary members included Theodor Adorno,
Friedrich Pollock, Herbert Marcuse, and Walter Benjamin, among others. Its founder,
Horkeimer(1972), identifies critical theory as being critical to the struggle for an “association of
liberated human beings, in which everybody would have an equal chance of self-development” (
p. 236). The second generation of critical theory brought with it the work of Jürgen Habermas.
Habermas advanced the notion of the three areas of knowledge: analytical, hermeneutic, and
critical, which examined the importance of why things were (Habermas, 1971). Furthermore,
Habermas saw the formation of a fully democratic society as one of the primary goals of
modernity (Terry, 2006).
Kincheloe and McLaren (2002) go on to explain that the foundation of critical theory is
the examination of “issues of power and justice and the ways that the economy; matters of race,
class, and gender; ideologies; discourses; education; religion and other social institutions; and
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cultural dynamics interact to construct a social system” (p. 90). The basic assumptions of critical
theory include, (a) all thought is mediated in power relations, (b) relations of power are socially
and historically constructed, (c) certain groups in society are privileged over others, and (d)
mainstream research practices aid in the reproduction of hegemonic systems of oppression
(Kincheloe & McLaren, 2002). Not only does critical theory seek to expose such societal
structures, but it is also emancipatory in nature, seeking to grant autonomy to folks who have
been marginalized by this suffocating system. It does so through the methodical use of critical
ethnography.
Critical ethnography. In short, critical ethnography takes a critical look at the injustices
that exist, attempts to determine why they exist, examines their impact, and, in many cases,
works to dismantle systems of injustice. It answers the questions of for what and with whom do
we research (Fine, 2006)? The emancipatory nature of critical ethnography can be seen explicitly
as Foley (2010) describes one of the primary objectives of critical ethnography- the generation of
“the knowledge needed to foster a democratic society and a critical citizenry” (p. 472).
Kincheloe and McLaren (2002) confirm the importance of locating critical ethnography in a
praxis that is transformative and “leads to the alleviation of suffering and the overcoming of
oppression” (p. 124). Furthermore, Smith (2002) reminds us that in performing ethnography, we
must view our participants as co-learners and place the highest value upon the relationships that
we should seek to develop with them throughout our work. Guajardo and Guajardo (2002) relate
many of the most essential notions of critical ethnography as a tool for engaging in community
change efforts. They warn that the process of ethnography involves the creation of intimate
relationships, relationships that bear significant responsibilities even outside the context of the
research at hand. Guajardo and Guajardo (2002) also remind us that critical ethnography can and

TRAJECTORY OF TRAUMA

49

should be “pedagogical in theory and practice” (p. 284), that the process should give skills and
focus on the creation of knowledge, and a shared power dynamic. In fact, many critical
ethnographers chose to involve study participants as co-researchers (Glesne, 2006). This is
reflective of the general focus on the specifics of ethics and politics not only in the subject matter
of critical ethnography, but also in the process of fieldwork and other elements of research.
Critical ethnography shares many of the same ethical concerns as participatory action research
(PAR), thus making the pairing of the two especially powerful.
Participatory Action Research
Participatory action research (PAR) falls under the wider umbrella of action research, a
field widely credited to the work of Kurt Lewin (1947) and his notion that “research that
produces nothing but books will not suffice” ( p. 150). Perhaps Lewin’s most important
contribution to action research is his assertion that the validity of research depends upon the
knowledge of the participants (Fine et al., 2004). Lewin also contributed the notion of using
spiral cycles of reflection, a methodology whereby researchers engage in the process of planning,
acting, observing, and replanning, in a repetitive fashion (Kemmis, McTagggart, & Nixon,
2014). While Lewin’s work was progressive for his era, it still reproduced some of the
hierarchical relationships of traditional research.
The participatory arm of PAR is rooted largely in the work of liberation theologists and
Neo-Marxists from Central and South America like Paulo Freire and Orlanda Fals Burda. The
work of these scholar-activists pushed PAR from the still largely empirical and hegemonic action
research of Lewin to a more emancipatory and politically charged version of PAR that takes a
critical look at social inequality and works towards radical social change (Fine et al., 2004). It is
this tradition of PAR with which I will engage.
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The transformational nature of PAR has origins in the Freirean concept of
conscientização, or critical consciousness (Freire, 2007). That is that for people who find
themselves entrenched in systems of oppression, becoming aware of and critically examining the
creation of such systems may be the first step towards liberation. Another critical contribution
from Freire (1993) is his notion of praxis, the “reflection and action directed at the structures to
be transformed” (p. 126), working to minimize or eliminate the distance between theory and
practice. Furthermore, Freire has also contributed to PAR the interjection of love and
compassion into research. Though it is a contribution that is not heavily discussed in the
literature, it is an essential one. As Freire explains his pedagogy of the oppressed, it is apparent
that love undergirds his work. In fact, he even contends that indeed it is love that is the
foundation of dialogue in the world (Freire, 1993). His assertion that love matters is brave and
should not be overlooked, for as the oft-quoted Che Guevara reminds us, “the true revolutionary
is guided by great feelings of love.” These are the foundational frameworks upon which PAR
rests.
Arjun Appadurai (2006) argues that all people should have “the right to the tools through
which any citizen can systematically increase that stock of knowledge which they consider most
vital to their survival as human beings and to their claims as citizens” (p. 168). PAR can
significantly improve access to such rights for all folks, including those usually marginalized
from traditional research processes. The emancipatory nature of PAR rests upon a foundation of
essential principles, principles, which in some way are a response to Appadurai’s (2006)
contention that research should be seen as a basic human right.
At its core, PAR is concerned with the basic principles that indigenous knowledge should
be seen as a source of expertise, and that as we work with (as opposed to for) locals, our research
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and all accompanying processes must be truly transparent and collaborative (Cahill, 2007;
Dimitriadis, 2008; Fine et al., 2004; Kemmis, McTaggert, & Nixon, 2014; McIntyre, 2000;
Udas, 1998). Fine et al. (2004) assert that when engaging in PAR we must be absolutely sure that
our research is done with, and not for the community. The researcher in PAR is not the expert,
instead the role of expert should be relegated to those indigenous to the culture with whom we
are researching. In acknowledging the expertise of marginalized folks, PAR is inherently and
rightfully political in nature. Beyond who PAR works with, its aims are also a welcome reprieve
from that of hegemonic discourses in most traditional research. Essential to PAR should also be
the transformational resistance of local communities, achieved in part by the critical examination
of the dominant assumptions about status quo social and political order (Udas, 1998). In short,
PAR should aim towards social justice and the “development of democratic forms of
knowledge” (Stoudt, 2009), effectively blurring the socially constructed lines between
scholarship and activism.
While PAR can indeed be a liberating and emancipatory form of research, especially for
colonized or oppressed folks, there may be certain limitations to its use. Udas (1998) warns that
certain folks, especially those in traditionally marginalized populations may be privy to certain
external socializing factors that restrict their desire or ability to fully participate. For example,
those who find themselves within the working class may be accustomed to the importance of
obedience and might find collaborative work slightly uncomfortable (Udas, 1998). Furthermore,
we must be sure that once the project is over and the researcher leaves, that participants are not
left vulnerable. Fine et al. (2004) contemplate such issues with their work on a PAR project that
took place in a women’s prison. The participants who were inmates did not necessarily feel open
to fully disclosing their thoughts, for fear that any comments that could be seen as disparaging
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and would result in disciplinary measure or other dangerous consequences for them within the
confines of incarceration. Constant reflection upon the consequences of the research for the
community is essential to retaining the emancipatory and transformational aims of PAR.
Rationale
Berry (2011) argues that perhaps it is not the researcher who chooses ethnography, but
that ethnography chooses the researcher that there is a “sense of fit, a noticeable link, between
the practice of ethnography and the lived experience” (p. 173). What Berry seems to be getting
at is that researchers often engage in methodologies with which they have an affinity, modes of
inquiry that reflect both their personal values and the content of their work. My own work is no
exception to this notion. I have chosen to utilize both critical ethnography and PAR because the
two, both separately and as a whole, reflect my politics, my personal ethics and values
surrounding research, and also provide the most effective means through which to examine the
research I have chosen to embark upon. Both critical ethnography and PAR will be crucial to my
work in examining the particular impacts of zero-tolerance policies upon African American girls
and are reflective of the theoretical lenses from which I will view my research.
My personal dedication to the quest for social justice demands a critical look at the way
race shapes life experiences. Thus I have relied upon, in part, the theoretical lens of critical race
theory (CRT). CRT offers a valuable theoretical framework to interpret the impact of zerotolerance policies. Having historical origins in the legal community, CRT, makes the experiential
knowledge of people of color and their communities a central focus. It emerged in the mid to late
1970s as scholars began to call for a more nuanced way to examine race in the United States.
The underlying premise of CRT is that racism in this country is not an exceptional phenomenon;
rather, it has been, since the late days of slavery, the norm under which we live (Delgado, 2009).
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This view seeks to bring to light the more subtle and systemic forms of racism that permeate the
dominant society. One of the most important moments in CRT came in 1980 when scholar
Derrick Bell published his groundbreaking piece entitled Brown v. Board of Education and the
Interest Convergence Dilemma. This piece posited that there will be no gain in minority rights
unless the majority of society believes that these changes will benefit them (Bell, 1980). This is
related to the notion of interest convergence; that is to say that racism offers advantages to both
elites and poor White folks, thus leaving little incentive for its eradication (Delgado & Stefanic,
2012). Most importantly, Bell (1993) contends that racism in our society is inherent and
permanent, thus making an examination of racist structures and ideologies a necessity. This
notion continues to influence the field of critical race studies.
Though CRT began in the legal field, its use in education has become widespread.
Critical race studies in education, CRSE, came out of the belief that race has not been thoroughly
examined in discourse on schooling and social contexts (Ladson- Billings & Tate, 1995). CRSE,
then, works to expose the links between race and schooling (Lynn & Bridges, 2009), connections
that are systemic and often not easily visible.
A critical component of CRT, and a solution to the invisibility of systemic racism, is
counterstorytelling. The practice of counterstorytelling allows marginalized folks to “convey
stories and struggles often not validated by the dominant culture” (Reynolds, 2010, p. 146).
Given that zero-tolerance policies disproportionately affect communities of color, it is essential
that the stories of these youth are told as an alternative to the dominant discourse to which they
ordinarily have limited access. Zero tolerance and the school-to-prison-pipeline have resulted
from systemic racism and can thus be most effectively examined through the lens of CRT.
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Furthermore, given the focus on Black girls that my research has entailed, it was
necessary to draw also from feminist theory. Black feminist thought was particularly useful in
my research as it is a school of thought that takes a unique look at issues through the lens of
intersectionality. That is to say that Black feminist thought explores the varying ways in which
gender, race, and class “mutually construct one another” (Hill Collins, 1998, p. 63). Key to this
ideology is the notion of dominance and how the interwoven relationships between hierarchal
systems allows some groups to dominate, and others to become dominated. Issues of domination
and control will be key in exploring the impact of zero-tolerance policies on Black females, thus
making Black feminist thought a key framework from which to examine my research. This
particular school of thought also places a great deal of importance on the role that Black women
play as agents of knowledge (Hill Collins, 1990). Giving voice to young Black girls in my
research is certainly reflective of this key tenant of Black feminist thought.
In Between Voice and Silence: Women and Girls, Race and Relationship, Taylor(1995),
Gilligan, and Sullivan remind us that when engaging in storytelling, the process is undoubtedly
affected by a tremendous variety of factors, including but not limited to, race, ethnicity, gender,
class, and age. My chosen methodology is reflective of my desire to give witness to the
significant gift that Black women, as agents of knowledge, possess. In embarking upon this
research, it essential that at the foundation of it all remains the notion that “you cannot have
voice without relationship, that you cannot have relationship without voice” (Taylor, Gilligan, &
Sullivan, 1995, p. 210). I have chosen to engage with this research in a manner that will allow
me to work and research with Black girls, through the use of participatory action research (PAR).
PAR draws from a variety of perspectives including the aforementioned critical race theory,
Freire’s (1970) theory of conscientization, and feminism, among others (McIntyre, 2010),
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making it particularly suited to the theoretical framework from which I have chosen to operate.
Furthermore, PAR operates with an aim to bring about social change within oppressed
communities and focuses on developing a symbiotic relationship between researcher and
participants, both of which are explicit goals of my research. The nature of this methodology will
help to negate some of the negative impacts that my privilege as a White college educated
woman may have on my work with young Black females. In fact, it is the great strength of PAR
that it “actively challenges traditional concepts of objectivity by democratizing the right to
research.” (Stoudt, Fox, & Fine, 2012, p.180).
The successful use of PAR with theoretical frameworks like CRT and Black feminist
thought has been demonstrated in the work of both Torre (2009) and Houh and Kalsem (2015).
Torre (2009), in fact, points out four major commonalities between PAR and CRT that make
their combined use especially powerful: both seek to expand notions of what it means to be an
expert; both recognize the importance of intersectionality in creating certain identities,
allegiances, and conflicts; both CRT and PAR seek to complicate the notion of identity; and both
make the inherently political nature of the ways in which knowledge is produced explicit. Houh
and Kalsem (2015) argue that the inherent and explicit nature of research is also reflective of
feminist theories. The use of PAR, given theoretical frameworks of CRT and Black feminist
thought will be especially helpful in engaging in particularly unique research that serves my
goals of working toward social change and highlighting the voice of an oppressed group, in this
case, Black girls.
Case Studies
In previous research that I have conducted on the subject of zero tolerance and its impacts
on particular students, I have utilized the case study to help narrate the stories of the participants
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and have found it to be quite helpful. This can act as a powerful example of counterstorytelling,
one of the primary components of the CRT framework with which I have chosen to engage in
my research. Case studies involve the detailed examination of a particular case and can be
limited to a characteristic, trait, behavior, or one particular type of situation (Lichtman, 2013).
Case studies are undergirded by a constructionist view that sees reality as being socially
constructed. As such, they seek to discover the meanings held by the participants within the case
(Baxter & Jack, 2008). Case studies, like the methods I have already described, are subjective in
nature, as the researcher chooses who or what will be examined in the case study, as well as the
manner in which their story will ultimately be represented in the research report. Case studies
may be most useful when there is a paucity of information on the specific situation or trait being
examined (Schreiber & Asner-Self, 2011). This is certainly the case for my upcoming research.
The current literature surrounding zero-tolerance policies lacks a gendered analysis, in particular,
there is an invisibility surrounding the impacts of such policies on African American girls in
particular.
Stake (2000) describes the various types of case studies that may be used. Intrinsic case
studies are used when the researcher is seeking a better understanding of a particularly unique
case. Instrumental case studies help to provide insight into an issue, playing a primarily
supportive role. Finally, collective case studies involve the use of a number of cases, usually in
order to investigate some phenomenon or general condition. The use of a collective case study
was especially helpful in my research, using the case studies of multiple participants I was be
able to develop a powerful narrative around the particular experiences that young Black females
have with zero-tolerance policies in schools. Furthermore, the use of multiple cases within a
collective case study can help to strengthen the validity of the study (Stake, 2000).
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Though generalizability in the scientific sense is not usually the goal of qualitative
research, Stake (1978) describes a special kind of generalizability that may be applied to case
studies. He contends that case studies may be “epistemologically in harmony with the reader’s
experience and thus to that person a natural generalization” (Stake, 1978, p. 5). In other words,
there is power in the humanizing nature of case studies: They may strike an affinity with readers
in ways that more empirical or positivist-inclined research is unable to do.
Finally, Bassey (1999) contends that the use of case studies can help to make the research
more publicly accessible. The research upon which I have chosen to embark is important, and
needs to reach as many folks as possible. Given my use of PAR, I am seeking some kind of
transformation in the community that I will be working with, some action needs to occur, and in
order for this to happen, the information needs to be widely accessible. Furthermore, this level of
accessibility serves to minimize the boundaries between the community and the so-called “ivory
tower” of academia, a notion that aligns both with my selected methodologies and my explicitly
social justice-oriented research and personal political values.
Population and Subject Criteria
This research was approved by my institution’s Institutional Review Board (see
Appendix A), as was its continued time (see Appendix B).The Participants were recruited
through a local student advocacy organization. Working with the director of the organization,
participants were based upon specific selection criteria. These criteria were: self-identified as
African American and female, ages 12 and up, and having experienced disciplinary problems in
school. The notion of disciplinary problems was open to participant interpretation but generally
included things like suspensions and expulsions. In addition, some recruitment was done through
my own personal and professional networking. In the end, participants ended up being three
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African American females, ages ranging from 16 to 27. My sample size was purposeful in order
to enable the development of relationships and allow for my in-depth study of the individual
cases presented by these three remarkable young people.
Informed Consent
Informed consent forms were received by the participant (or their parent/guardian) before
any research began (see Appendix C). Participants under 18 received a developmentally
appropriate assent form (see Appendix D), in addition to parental consent before the start of
research.
Data Collection
Throughout the study, I was consistently focused on following principles of feminist
research methodology, as well as the guiding principles of PAR and critical ethnography. Each
of these focuses on the establishment of relationships and it was my constant aim to do so. As
such, the phrase “data collection” does not even seem proper. My time spent with these young
women was about much more than collecting data. However, building these relationships did
allow me to learn a great deal about the topic at hand, hence the convention of data collection
can still be loosely applied. Because the focus was on relationship building, the actual
interviewing and data collection did not begin until about the third or fourth session with each
participant. These first sessions were used as a way to genuinely build with the participants. In
addition, I was always striving to ensure that the participants gained something positive from the
experience. Two of the young women were high school students and had been experiencing
academic difficulties due to periods of exclusion from school, so many of the beginning sessions
(as well as several others throughout) were dedicated to tutoring and helping them get on track
academically.
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Interviewing was the primary means through which data collection was completed.
Interviews were loosely based on Seidman’s (2006) three interview series, where interviews
focused on: life history, details about the participant’s experiences with zero-tolerance policies,
and reflection on the meaning of such experiences. As one of a few strategies to help equalize
power dynamics in these relationships, the participants were all invited to interview me, and all
of them accepted. Additionally, a small focus group with all three participants was used. This
also helped to mediate differences in power between me and the participants.
Transcription and Analysis
I performed all interview transcription myself. This was important to the authenticity of
my study, as I wanted to ensure that the dialect and vernacular used by participants remained in
place. Fieldnotes from time spent with the participants were also used.
Through the analysis of all the aforementioned sources of data, narrative case studies
were composed on each participant. Cross-case analysis was used and narratives were coded for
common themes.
Authenticity
Qualitative researchers often achieve authenticity, rigor and validity through the use of
triangulation, using a variety of different sources to display the existence of multiple notions of
reality (Denzin & Lincoln, 2013; Slavin, 2007), adding elements of depth, richness and vigor to
their research. In addition, member-checking was used to ensure that participants felt their stories
were accurately represented.
Furthermore, ethnography is built upon the formation of relationships (Dimitriadis, 2008;
Fine et al., 2000; Foley, 2010) with many ethnographers studying with their participants (Glesne,
2006; Winn, 2011) in a process of deep immersion, the purpose of which is to begin to
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understand the participants’ interpretations of their culture. Geertz (1988) describes this process
of immersion, arguing that ethnography depends upon the researcher’s ability to “convince us
that what they say is a result of their having actually penetrated… or having, one way or another,
truly ‘been there’” (p. 4). This idea of “being there” helps to provide an increased level of
authenticity in qualitative research. This research process involved much more than three
structured interviews. I have gotten to know the participant's well, as the research for this study
spread out over about a year and a half’s time. Throughout the process I had the honor of
growing along with them, getting to know their families, and truly engaging in the process of
really being there with them. Not only have these relationships enriched my life (and hopefully
those of the participants), but they have also added an additional source of rigor and authenticity
to this study.
Positionality
Power relationships are rooted deep within the social context of our societies (Foucault,
1982), and it is these deeply rooted power relationships that can impact the ways in which
participants do (or do not) engage in the research process. These issues of power are negotiated
in the concept of positionality. Positionality is essentially where we are located within the social
context as compared to our participants (Bourke, 2014; Merriam et al, 2001). Positionality
considers a host of elements including race, class, gender, age, ableness, and countless other
pieces of identity. Our positionality is fluid, may change depending upon a variety of factors, and
should take into account issues of intersectionality. My position as a college educated White
woman found me in most ways as an outsider as I worked with young, African American girls.
The use of PAR helped to negate some of the power dynamics that are inherent in this. So
while no matter what we do, participants may always be seen as other, empowering research
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should value this difference and recognize the benefits of contributions from those with their
own unique and particular bases of knowledge. Additionally, the relationships built with
participants may have helped to mediate some dynamics of power. Further, specific techniques
like focus groups were utilized in hopes of minimizing the effects of our differences in
positionality.
Michelle Fine (1994) talks about changes in positionality as “working the hyphens.” In
working the hyphens we are always in between the various roles that we may have. So while
many times in the process I was coming from a place of friend or mentor to the participants,
eventually we would have to return to my position researcher. Fine (1994) also warns against the
process of othering that tends to occur within research relationships and reminds researchers that
they must continue to reflect upon and work through the socially constructed us and them
dichotomies that exist. In other words, we must do our best to ensure that our participants are not
othered, that is to be marked as fundamentally different from what is considered to be dominant
or mainstream (Dimitriadis, 2008). While difference will always exist, it is essential that we view
this in a positive light. So while no matter what we do, participants may always be seen as other,
empowering research should value this difference and recognize the benefits of contributions
from those with their own unique and particular bases of knowledge.
Though there may be ways to mitigate, to some extent, issues of power and positionality
in my research, the issues will always be there. I cannot erase my Whiteness, nor give back my
age and status as a graduate student, nor the societal implications that come along with these
portions of my identity. What I have done, however, is to constantly reflect upon and work
through the impact these issues have on my research, always being transparent both with my
participants and with myself.
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Through the use of critical ethnography and PAR, among other steps, it was always my
aim to engage in empowering research with Black girls, highlighting their voices within a
dominant discourse that has worked to silence them. And it is my hope that this study has
fulfilled this purpose.
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Chapter Four: Telling their Stories
My research took place over the duration of about two years and involved the building of
relationships with three young Black women. I completed at least three formal interviews with
each participant. In addition, I was able to make observations about these girls as time went on
and they continued to keep me updated on the circumstances of their lives. In order to protect
their anonymity, pseudonyms are used for the names of participants.
Nia: “...if they didn’t notice me then they wouldn’t be able to mess with me.”
Nia is a 16-year-old Black female who attends an alternative public school in a diverse
college community in Michigan. Within this community, she lives with her large family
including her five brothers and sisters and her own one-year-old son in a mixed income
townhouse complex. She plans to graduate next year.
After our first meeting, Nia and I ended the evening by doing dance routines in the
library parking lot. Her long braids swung in the sinking sunlight while she politely laughed at
my many failed attempts to get the moves right. I left that evening almost feeling like I was
sixteen again myself.
That’s the kind of girl she is, the kind of energy she radiates, the sense of joy and laughter
that she brings to the people around her. When she was little she cheered for her brother’s
football team and spent a lot of time playing with her sisters—who also happen to be her best
friends. They enjoyed playing at the park, and of course, going to grandma’s house to get
“spoiled up.” And at 16 she is into what many young people are into—music, dancing, shopping,
and just hanging out with friends and family. Oh, and food. She loves food.
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Nia’s infectious joy hasn’t always been there, though. She describes herself as being “so
sad” when she was younger. During her elementary school years, Nia experienced a lot of
bullying, mostly related to her appearance:
The way I dressed when I was little, I didn’t really dress like other kids. ‘Cause my hair
was all… like everybody would come to school with they hair looking all nice and I just
came like with a big Afro, braids half tooken down. Or it was flat ironed, but it poofed
so it just looked like ‘what did you do?’ And I was like… I was fat when I was younger.
So it was just like, yeah… uh, I’m kinda a target.
Kids would even call her a “gorilla,” or “jigaboo,” which Nia feels is the same as calling her “a
messed up ghetto Black person.” All this bullying, Nia said, “used to make me so sad. To the
point where I would just cry. I would let people pick on me.” She never really told her teachers
about it, because when she did, it just seemed to get worse. So Nia did all she could think to do:
I didn’t really have friends. I was just like quiet, stick to myself, didn’t really
wanna be around anyone, ‘cause I feel like the more I stayed away from people, stayed
stayed quiet, nobody noticed me. ‘Cause if they didn’t notice me then they wouldn’t be
able to mess with me.
All of the bullying she experienced obviously took a toll on her, and in sixth grade she reached
something of a breaking point. A classmate of hers really just pushed her buttons until she
declared that she was “tired of it!” She and the girl got into a fight and she says that ever since
then she’s just been like, “I don’t care”:
I mean I don’t, but then again I do. ‘Cause I feel like if I show that I do care it’s going to
start all over again, so now on the outside I’m just all rough and mean. And I get a
attitude. But on the inside I’m just like “Woah! Okay, that kinda hurt,” I’m not gonna
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show it, but yeah… ‘Cause it’s gonna make me look like a punk, I’m not about to sit here
and look like no punk…. I’m not about to show you I actually have feelings.
This defense mechanism has stayed in place and to this day, she still finds herself putting up a
wall between herself and others. And she warns: “Don’t climb the wall, don’t jump the wall,
don’t even try to look over the wall.” She fears that if she does allow people to get over the wall,
that it will “all crumble down,” leaving her with nothing to protect her.
When I first met Nia she was attending a virtual school that is associated with her local
school district. Nia enjoyed being enrolled in online schooling because she thought it might help
her avoid going back to an “actual school.” At her previous school, Nia felt stressed. Her
teachers would not give her the support she needed (academic or otherwise), and they would
even do their best to “keep [her] out of the classroom, on the computer doin’ stuff.” When she
wasn’t pushed aside to go work on the computer, many times teachers would just “give us a
worksheet and they gave us a test. And then on your exam he let you use your notes and stuff.
We had to figure it out by ourselves.” It was obvious to Nia that her teachers did not care about
her:
They need to stick up for us. ‘Cause they don’t care if you got in trouble or not, ‘cause all
the teachers be like “I don’t care if you learn or not, I’m getting paid to be here either
way.” Flat out told us.
She mentions only one teacher that she felt truly cared about her, demonstrated by his insistence
that she and her friends “go to class and learn.”
The lack of support from teachers was coupled with a disciplinary system wherein “they
over exaggerate everything.” She describes an example of this type of over exaggeration:
Like one time, I was not in a good mood. I came to school not in a good mood, I woke
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up on the wrong side of the bed. I just wanted everybody to leave me alone. So I put my
headphones in and I was mindin’ my own business. Until one person came… And you
know how you get so irritated when your earphones accidentally fall out your ear? She
came and pulled ‘em right outta my ears…. It ticked me off. So I started yelling and I was
like ‘Why would you do that? Leave me alone.’ They took it as ‘Oooh, they ‘bout to fight,
we gotta do this, and we gotta do that.’
The jump to conclusion that she was going to fight the girl could come from the fact that there
tend to be a lot of fights at that school. And when they do fight, “they take care of it the SAME
way. They kick ‘em out for ten days and then next they expel them. There is no warning.”
Unfortunately, Nia would soon realize just how deeply entrenched this whole “kick ‘em
out” mentality was within her school. She and a few friends were experiencing some conflict
with another group of girls. There were multiple verbal confrontations between the two groups
while they were at school. For example, Nia describes one time where “we comin’ down the
hallway, they just yellin’ stuff, like ‘ya’ll ratchet, ya’ll ghetto, ya’ll do this, ya’ll do that.” There
were multiple attempts to try to resolve the situation. Nia and her friends went to see both the
principal and assistant principal to let them know what was going on and make an attempt to
“squash stuff” before it got even worse. It seems that those attempts did not work. When they
went to the office, they found that they didn’t seem too concerned about the whole situation:
“The office wasn’t listening, they just left it alone.” After one attempt to talk things through, they
were essentially just booted out and told to figure it out own their own. The principal told them
to “go to your classrooms, this has been going on for too long. Ya’ll gonna get suspended.” So
while the girls were attempting to show a level of maturity and reach out for adult support, they
got little more than a warning. Nia’s mother and the mother of one of her friends came up to the
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school to try to help resolve what was going on, but even that did not seem to garner any kind of
support. It wasn’t just the administration, Nia also reached out to some of her teachers and got a
similar response.
Eventually, tensions had built to the point where the girls got into a physical altercation.
She and the girl she was fighting with were taken to separate offices. Nia was given a piece of
paper and told to write a statement, whereas the other student was invited to have a conversation
with the principal. After Nia wrote her statement, she was told that she would be suspended for
ten days. Before her 10-day suspension was up, the school contacted Nia’s mother to tell her
that, actually, she would have to be suspended for 180 days. Their explanation for the change
was that after reviewing video footage they had gotten from the fight Tam was the instigator and
that the other girl did not even hit her back:
They said because in the video they seen me hit her and she didn’t hit me back. That’s
why I was suspended and she wasn’t. They didn’t even show my mom or anybody the
video. And they showed her parents the statement I made, but they didn’t show my
parents the statement she made. They said she was injured. So they sent pictures to my
mom and my dad of how she looked after the fight. They kept saying that I didn’t have no
bruises, that I didn’t get hit. She hit me. I know she did. Ain’t nobody about to just sit
there and get beat up.
Nia and her mother attempted to appeal the decision to suspend her for 180 days. They attended
a board meeting where Nia read an apology letter that she had written. The board decided to
deny their appeal after the assistant principal said to the board “No, I don’t want her at my school
no more!” So she would be suspended for 180 days. Not wanting her daughter to be out of
school for an extended period of time, Nia’s mom immediately went to go register her for school
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in another district. This school, however, refused to take her, claiming that they had to uphold the
suspension that her previous school had given her. Because of this, Nia ended up enrolling in the
virtual school program. She was only enrolled in three courses through the online school, so she
would obviously be behind in her required credits.
Seeking more support, Nia’s mom contacted the Student Advocacy Center for help
getting Nia enrolled in school. After one semester had passed, Nia was able to be enrolled in
Crossroads, an alternative school in a nearby district. When talking to her about her new school,
Nia actually seemed excited, she was smiling more and spoke with more enthusiasm about her
new school:
The way they set it up is just better. At Washington they would have like a whole bunch of
people in each class and at Crossroads you can pick your classes… So I’m in the classes
with less students. The most is my third hour, it’s eighteen. The rest is like ten, five. The
highest it go is twenty four. And everybody go to lunch at one time. They have mentorslike one day out of the week you go to mentors and they have more one-on-one time with
each student. And I have a counselor, and my guidance counselor. At Washington I
didn’t get any support.
It had been close to a year since the last time I met with Nia. On this hot, summer day
when we meet at the library, she has an extra guest in tow: her son. He is just two months old
and full of joy. For Nia, her son has brought her immense joy, but also numerous obstacles. Her
family, however, is extremely supportive in helping her overcome these. Her aunt, for example,
watches the baby while she is at school.
Her mood sours a bit when we change to subject to talk about a school. When asked if
she still likes her new school, she shrugs and replies “Eh.” The main source of her frustration
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seems to be the school’s principal. He seems to “act like he cares in front of other people, but he
real life don’t really care.” She felt very “betrayed” after an incident in which her principal
reported her to the police. Nia had a warrant out for her arrest due to the fight she was involved
in, and when her principal discovered this information, he called the police and reported her
presence there. The police then came to the school and arrested her. She describes the entire
experience as “humiliating and embarrassing and just terrible.” After all was said and done, she
was given probation for the assault.
Even with the obstacles of probation and of being a teenage mother, her spirit is high and
she seems more determined than ever. She wants to build a future for herself and her son, and is
confident in her ability to do so, largely because of the support of her family: “My mom and dad
and grandma, and even my auntie, they do everything for me.” While she isn’t sure exactly what
she wants to do, she is confident that a great future lies ahead of her. While Nia may not be that
carefree 16-year-old teaching me dance moves in the parking lot anymore, that same spirit
remains in her. And while she may not know the next step in this routine, she still moves
confidently through life, always smiling, even if she might be slightly offbeat.
Trinity: “...they think every Black girl is ghetto.”
Trinity is a 17-year-old Black girl who lives with her mother in a low-income
neighborhood within a diverse college town. She is an extremely intelligent and vivacious young
woman. She is friendly, but always proceeds with a bit of caution. Trinity has aspirations to be a
cosmetologist, so she almost always has her nails and hair freshly done, and adorns her caramel
complected skin with the newest makeup trends.
One of the first stories that Trinity tells me is about her fifth birthday party. She smiles
and her big, brown eyes are beaming as she vividly describes her favorite gift—a new bike. It
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was blue (her favorite color), decorated with purple and White flowers, and had “purple shimmer
things” and a basket on it. When she describes it, it is almost like she is five all over again— it
doesn’t hurt that we are both coloring while we talk. She goes on to describe other gifts that she
received that day, including shoes, clothes, and a Cabbage Patch doll. This remains one of my
favorite conversations that I have had with her throughout the year or so that we have been
talking. As our conversations got deeper and deeper, Trinity describes life experiences that could
understandably harden anyone. This conversation, however, is a reminder that despite the things
she has been through, Trinity is, at her core, still that sweet, loveable five year old whose eyes lit
up at the sight of those “purple shimmer things” hanging from her new bike.
Trinity was born and primarily raised in the Midwest suburb of Abernathy, a city that is
at the same time destitute and also full of life. Though she spent most of her life in Abernathy,
Ash describes herself as being firmly rooted in the city of Detroit—another city full of its own
beautiful contradictions. Her dad is from Detroit, and she spent some years as a young child out
there with him. She speaks of Detroit with affinity as she describes some of her favorite places to
hang out there: “Me, I wanna hit Fenkell. I wanna hit Six Mile and Warren. I got friends out
there.” She talks about joyful memories with her dad like swimming together, baking cakes, and
even taking a trip to an amusement park where her dad won her a stuffed Spongebob
Squarepants that, to this day, no one but her is allowed to touch. Though she looks back fondly
on time spent with her father, there was one particular experience that would change her forever:
I seen my daddy get hit in the face with a gun, by some guy he was beefing with. He tried
to kill him. I was five. He tried to blow my head off. I didn’t leave my room for a long
time. I stayed in my room for three days. I got tired of staying there, though. I was a kid.
I still think about it.
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This wasn’t the only part of her childhood that she considered to be challenging. Throughout her
childhood she says she often felt like she “had so much going on around” her. When she was
seven years old her dad left her and her mother, which angered her and led her to resent her
father’s actions: “I was a angry kid since then. I know the real reason. He cheated on my mama
and had another kid… And I’m like ‘Um, I’m the baby. What are you doing?’ Like that wasn’t
acceptable.” She also describes being surrounded by drugs and issues of substance abuse. She
explains, “My daddy smoke weed. My mama, she do what she do. Abernathy got a lot of
crackheads and stuff. And drunks. My grandad, he a drunk.” Trinity uses the examples of others
to remind herself to stay away from these types of harmful behaviors as much as she can,
describing herself as a good kid who is “not trying to be like that.” Trinity has mostly been able
to avoid the entanglement of substance abuse—though she admits to occasionally using
marijuana to cope with her stress—much of which began the summer of her eighth grade year.
When she was 13, Trinity experienced what she describes as a “follow the leader
moment.” During a summer party she met a boy who was “tall and caramel-skinned and he just
like, caught my attention.” At the party, Trinity and this mystery caramel-skinned Prince
Charming proceed to dance the night away. The next day, she finds out that the identity of Prince
Charming isn’t actually much of a mystery—they already follow each other on Instagram. As
she describes it I can’t help but think of almost every teenage romance movie that I’ve ever seen.
As cliché as it may sound, Trinity felt like this was “it.” She was only 13 and he was 15, so the
allure of an older boy was definitely intriguing to her. The new romance and the anger she still
felt towards her father created the perfect storm, and her behavior began to change: “I started
smoking more. I started talking back to my mama. Even though I always had a smart mouth, I
started talking back more. I was just like ‘F this, might as well go hard.” Not long after, Trinity
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grows old of being “promiscuous and wild,”and decides to try to chart a different course: “I was
never raised like that. I felt like I was disappointing my mom by the stuff I was doing.”
For Trinity, though, charting a different course has not always been easy, especially in
school. Trinity is, in her words, “a smart cookie,” but school has always been for a very
contested place for her. Describing her experiences with school, Trinity displays a wisdom
beyond her years, recognizing that school and learning are not necessarily synonymous. In
conversations about the subject of school, she says, “I like to learn. I just don’t like to be in
there.” This is a sentiment that she expresses throughout our conversations together and she
seems to have a really keen sense of the difference between the two.
Trinity does describe a few positive experiences school, a small number of teachers that
she had an affection for. Her favorite was a teacher that she describes as herself “in a teacher’s
body.” When asked what she liked about her, Trinity says she was a good teacher: “She didn’t
play, she had me on my stuff. She let me stay after school and finish my work, she would help
me with writing essays and stuff. She bought me a pair of earbuds. She was Black and she know
how the school system works.” When I asked Trinity how she thinks the system works, she is
able to quickly respond and displays a sophisticated understanding of how the system really does
operate. Trinity makes really astute observations about the stratification within her school,
describing it as such:
One third of our high school is made to fail. You got the urban kids, you got the silver
spoons, you got the White people and the other races and stuff. You see half the kids
drop
out by the time they like seventeen, sixteen. Like SAT scores. They’re made for you to fail.
They’re made for you to stress out. Everybody’s not meant to pass.
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She describes herself as being “an urbaner. The kids that stay in the hood,” and she knows what
that means. To Trinity, it means that “they always perceive us different… They stereotype us.
Like they think every black girl is ghetto or have no class or no home training.” Because Trinity
is so keenly aware of the biases that many of her teachers and some of her peers hold, she feels
forced to mute who she is, or present a more watered-down version of herself :”...I can show you
the hood I came up in. But I try not to do that because of the White establishment.” She has had
mostly White teachers and they tend to stereotype and tokenize Black students. Trinity gives an
example, “when Black History month came around and they wanted to bring in these people and
talk about Black Lives Matter. Like ya’ll wasn’t even thinking about this until now. ‘Cause the
way they was looking, you could tell they didn’t care.” She could tell that to many teachers in
her school, her Black life didn’t matter.
Throughout the time I spent with Trinity, one thing became very clear to me: this girl is
brilliant, and she loves to learn! It seems, though, that despite all of the strengths that Trinity has
brought to the table, school has failed her. She recognizes the biases that many of her teachers
hold and sees the way that those biases play out. She feels a definite lack of support from her
teachers, stating that “If I ask for help, they won’t help.” It is not just in the realm of academics
that Trinity feels a lack of support from her teachers. She describes times when she has had a
difficult day at school, where she had been bullied by her peers. Understandably, she would
come into class being visibly angry and upset. Instead of offering support, or ascertaining as to
why she is so upset, her teachers approached her in more of a confrontational manner.
And the teachers would always have something to say. Like I would come into class mad
and upset and angry, and don’t wanna feel like talking. And all of the sudden you just
wanna be in my face. Like leave me alone. And that’s when I would be like ‘Can you
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please leave me alone? I don’t wanna be bothered.’ And they would just be like ‘Well,
your attitude…’ B, yeah, I know my attitude is bad, but this is when I get to snappin’ on
ya’ll, this is when you think I’m just the trouble kid or the problem child.
It isn’t even just when she’s upset that teachers seem to take issue with her “attitude.” She finds
herself walking into class on the first day and being the only student with an assigned seat, an
indication of the way she always seems to feel singled out by her teachers because of who she is.
Trinity is, rightfully, very proud of the fact that she is a very strong and opinionated young
woman. This trait, though, is not one that seems to be valued at her school, and she sees that.
Trinity explains: “people think I have a loud mouth,” but “[I am] a very opinionated person. If
I’m right, I’m right… You’re not gon’ change my mind. I don’t let nobody talk to me no type of
way. You not about to disrespect me.” This seems to be intergenerational for her, as she
describes both her mother and grandmother as having similar responses to disrespect: “My mom
is same way, though. If she feels like someone is disrespecting her, she not gon’ take that lightly
and she’s gonna tell you about yourself. So that’s what I do. I will tell you about yourself. And
they would get mad and feel so...entitled.”
When people were not policing her attitude, there were other things about which her
teachers seem to always be “picking with” her: “Like certain stuff I would do. Like you want me
to do a test, but you say we can’t get up during the test. Well what if my pencil break? I’ma get
up to sharpen my pencil, that’s necessary.” She also feels called out when her teachers call on
her to read in class and she hasn’t raised her hand: “My hand wasn’t raised, why you callin’me?”
It was other students that had they hands up… See, I get embarrassed easily.” These types of
interactions with teachers do little to get Trinity engaged with learning; they actually achieve
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much the opposite. It doesn’t make her want to pay attention, “It make me wanna look you like
you crazy. Like ‘why you do that to me?’
While what some may perceive as her “big mouth” has proven to be an issue for Trinity,
so too has the rest of her body. When she was younger she felt pressure to fit a certain mold, to
sort of mimic traditional notions of femininity. She, however, describes herself as having been
bullied because of her “weight issues… like [she] really hadn’t grown into [her] features yet.”
She also says that she was something of a “little tomboy” and “didn’t have tendencies to dress
girly.” She preferred to wear her hair up and wear “a sweatshirt and sweatpants ‘cause
[she]didn’t care.” Eventually, though, she embraced her femininity: “so like once I sprouted and
once I got the hang of what to do and how to be girly,” then that was when the teasing seemed to
end. She came to embrace “girly clothes” and makeup; she loves watching makeup tutorials on
YouTube and aspires to be a makeup artist one day. She has mixed feelings about how she got to
that point, though. She wanted to do it, but at the same time she also felt that “in order to be
accepted… you have to dress a certain way, you have to act a certain way.”
Her decision to embrace femininity brought her a lot of attention, much of which was
unwanted. “Once my body got developed it just seemed like I got more attention. I was trying to
hide my attention, I didn’t want my attention.” Coincidentally, that day I was able to see exactly
what she meant first hand. She and I were walking together down the street to get to our usual
meeting place. Being that it was mid-summer in Michigan, it was pretty hot outside, so Trinity
happened to be wearing a crop top that day. On our walk in, an older man driving down the street
nearby made some pretty lewd comments to her, which is what prompted our conversation on
this topic. She has the same types of issues in school—boys feeling entitled to comment on her
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body: “I love, love sweaters. And I have a big chest, so boys be like ‘Daaaang. Ooooh, titties
out.’ Like no, they not out. So don’t look over here ‘cause I will have something to say.”
For Trinity, she sensed that boys at her school felt that they were entitled to her body, in
one way or another. This became perfectly clear when Trinity was assaulted at school by a male
classmate. Trinity doesn’t ever use the words assault or rape to describe what happened to her,
rather she thinks that what happened was a result of the fact that she “made the wrong decision.”
Here, she describes what happened:
‘Cause I had said no at first and then I just got sucked in. I got man-handled. I was
pushed up against the wall and things happened after that. He was a football player, so
like he was kinda strong. I ain’t wanna do what happened, but I let it happen anyway,
so... I told him it wasn’t a good idea. I shoulda just left.
Not only did the assault occur, but the event had something of a domino effect, leading to more
traumatic events with which Trinity would be forced to reckon.
It turns out that video of the encounter was spread throughout her school, and even sent
to her parents, and siblings. Trinity was clearly traumatized by the event, saying that she was
depressed and stayed in her room for three days—interestingly enough, this is the same place
that she found herself when, as a 5-year-old, she witnessed someone trying to kill her dad and
attempting to shoot her. She felt safe there. But at school, it was a whole other story. Trinity was
the target of a lot of harassment and bullying from peers. Trinity explains: “Other kids messing
with me about the sex tape, calling me hoes, calling me out my name. Like boys would yell
down the hallway like ‘Trinity, when can I get this face?’ Stupid stuff like that.” After all of this,
Trinity’s demeanor changed quickly. She went from being a “happy kid,” to someone who “had
to learn to hold [her] head up and not care… it’s like [she] can’t be happy no more.”
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Instead of providing compassion or empathy in the form of everyday support or even
formal counseling, the school suspended Trinity for 180 days. In addition, she was forced to go
before the Board of Education and explain what happened to her—trauma in and of itself. The
Board said that because she was “engaged in sexual activity” on school grounds, the school
policy dictates that she has to be suspended for 180 days. She and her mother were given 10 days
to find another school in which she could enroll.
This, however, proved impossible: “Washington wouldn’t enroll me on time. I got
registered on time, but Washington has a lot of paperwork and I don’t understand why.” She
was, however, able to be enrolled in a program called HAND (a pseudonym). HAND is a virtual
school and is advertised as being for “students who need an alternative to the traditional high
school model” (Wave Washtenaw, 2017). Her experience with HAND seems to have made her
even more disengaged from the schooling process. Trinity describes how things are going at
HAND:
It’s boring. ‘Cause I just don’t mess with it. ‘Cause it’s not a actual school and it’s
not actual teachers. It’s not like a actual school to me. ‘Cause a school to me is actually
getting taught by some teachers. I like to be taught in front of teachers ‘cause then I’ll
know what I’m doing instead of teaching myself. I like to learn. I just don’t like to be in
there.
Though she was making good grades through the HAND program, she was not at all engaged
with it. She expressed a desire to be in an “actual school.”
I checked in with Trinity several months after last meeting with her. She seems happy
and greets me with a hug. She excitedly tells me that she has a lot to update me on and I
genuinely can’t wait to hear it.
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Trinity briefly talks about her job at a local fast food restaurant and how much she “can’t
stand it.” Her face brightens up as she moves on to the next topic: She spends a great deal of time
gushing about her new boyfriend. This may be the happiest I’ve seen her. She happily and
glowingly describes to me what seems to be a pretty healthy relationship: They hang out on
weekends and he encourages her to focus on school, sometimes even helping her complete
assignments.
Her relationship with school seems to have improved a bit. Seeking some outside help,
Trinity’s mom had brought her to the Student Advocacy Center (SAC). SAC is an advocacy
group that works to help students stay in school or get back in school. Through some help from
SAC, Trinity was able to eventually return to school. She is now attending a local public high
school, but she continues to express many of the same frustrations that she has had with school
before. For example, she says that teachers are not necessarily helpful, and that students get
kicked out of classes “for the littlest things.” However, she still counts this as an improvement
over taking courses through HAND, because “at least it’s an actual school.” Despite her
obstacles at school, she seems to be motivated and has a plan for her future. She wants to attend
Central Michigan University and complete a degree in business so that she can use her passion
for hair and nails to open her own salon.
Despite the numerous obstacles placed in her path, Trinity has somehow managed to
remain determined and resilient. While she expresses hope for her future, she also says that she
doesn’t “plan for the future. Things don’t always go the right way.” Here’s hoping tha,t for her,
things do go the right way, more often than not.
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Angela: “I know my life would have been different if I would have just had somebody that
pushed me.”
Angela is a 30-year-old Black woman who lives in a suburb of Detroit with her mother,
stepfather, adult brother, and her own two children. Her brother suffers from a variety of mental
health problems and often contributes to what Angela describes as a “chaotic household.” She
always greets me with a warm smile, but her deep brown eyes seem to reflect the pain she has
experienced. She has an assertive swagger and a commanding presence; when she speaks, you
listen. And listen I did.
Angela remembers the exact moment she felt different from everyone around her. She
was about five years old and had just gotten back from attending church with her grandmother.
She remembers telling her grandma, “Um, grandma… I feel really uncomfortable going to
church… It makes me nervous.” When her grandma asked her why going to church made her so
nervous, she responded “I just feel like everybody stares at me… Because I’m dark. Because
everyone else is White and I am dark.”
Being a young Black girl and growing up almost entirely around White people, Angela
says she always felt “a little bit like the odd man out.” She has never met her biological father
and was raised mostly by her White stepfather, who she speaks fondly of: “Even though I wasn’t
Bob’s, it was still like, you know, that was my family to me.” Despite her affection for the only
father she’s really known, Angela remembers always feeling awkward and self-conscious: “I was
always the only Black person… It makes you very nervous. Like um, shy. A little bit withdrawn
cause you don’t know, you’re unsure of yourself… Like when you walk in a room you know that
everybody’s gonna be watching you.”
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These feelings only intensified for her in school. Growing up she moved around a lot,
resulting in her changing schools frequently. Most of her school experiences were in schools that
were primarily White. She describes her experience in one district that was “more mixed,” but
even here she had a hard time, due mostly to her biracial identity:
You don’t really fit in with the Black kids ‘cause you’re mixed and you don’t really fit
in with the White kids all the way. They either hate you or they love you. They love you
‘cause you’re Black and they wanna be, you know, cool. Or they hate you because you’re
Black and they’re racist. I can’t tell you how many times I heard the “n word”
It wasn’t just bullying from peers that was a problem for her. Very early on Angela also realized
that her teachers treated her differently. During her fourth grade year, Angela was attending a
primarily White school and was being bullied by peers. While students frequently made racist
comments to her, Angela’s teachers never really did anything to help her out. After one
particular instance, Angela grew tired of the constant harassment and yelled at a classmate who
had been making racist comments towards her. Instead of dealing with the bullying, or even
making an attempt to figure out what was going on, her teacher simply pushed her aside:
He gave me all my school work and told me just to go to the library. And every
morning I would go to his class, I’d get my school work and he’d say “Go to the library.”
And so, what I did was, I started realizing that he wasn’t coming to check on me and so I
would just walk home. Everyday. I didn’t do the work, but I just went home. I figured
nobody noticed if I was there or not. It was just… pushed aside, get the problem out the
way. That’s how it was, always.
And it never got any better for Angela. In fact, her experiences at school only seemed to get
worse, especially when she began middle school. She went to a middle school that was almost
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entirely White—she was one of only two Black students. For Angela, these years were the
“detrimental years.” By this time, the bullying and racial harassment had made Angela so
disengaged from school that she frequently didn’t go, or paid little attention of she did:
Well, we would skip school every day pretty much. And I really didn’t wanna go to
school anyways, ‘cause I felt so awkward and out of place. It was just like, I just
wanted to be invisible… I just wanted to hide. And I would just put my head down in the
back of class and go to sleep.
At the time, Angela’s dad was working all the time to support her and her brothers and would
leave for work at four in the morning, leaving them to their own devices:
I would not go to school. It was like optional. If you wanted to go you did, if you didn’t
it was just like… we would put our money together, we would buy weed and throw parties
during the day and everybody would come over ‘cause our house was the one where we
had like, no parents. So we would all drink throughout the day, get fucked up, smoke
weed all day. And we all just didn’t go to school.
When Angela did go to school, she continued to be singled out and harassed both by
students and educators. She also admits that she acted out: “I was just like ‘Okay, well if you’re
gonna watch me, I’m gonna give you a reason to watch.” Despite her poor attendance and
numerous suspensions, Angela still ended up passing along to the next grade all of the time. She
explains the reason:
I was so bad in school where I think it just got to the point of where they passed me to get
me the fuck out of there. Like I think people fucked with me so much that I was just
always arguing, always fightin’ with somebody, always cussin’ somebody out. I was a
terrorist. And so my principal started walking me to the bus everyday to make sure that I
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wasn’t just fuckin’ with people, but people fucked with me. I would try to tell her… I
definitely stood up for myself, but she didn’t care. She was just like “Okay, whatever.
Let’s just get you outta here.” I mean, I did literally no homework. I never did any work,
I
slept everyday in 7th and 8th grade. And she passed me, just to get me the fuck up outta
that school.
She tried to go to other schools, but her record of multiple suspensions and poor attendance
followed her, and they would be like, “No, we don’t want you.” So, schools didn’t want her
there, and her parents were rarely around. She was dealing with a lot at school and felt like she
had nobody to turn to:
It’s hard when you’re Black and in a White environment and you don’t have anybody that
can relate to that. I was the only person that was Black, even in the family, school.
There’s nobody I could relate to, nobody I could ask, ‘Well how do I handle this?’ You
know, nobody got it.
Her feelings of isolation, brought on partially by her experiences in school, is primarily
what pushed her towards substance abuse—she had to handle things in her own, even if it wasn’t
always for the best:
When you’re a kid and you don’t know what’s right, you just know what feels right at
the time. Smoking weed and drinking and getting high, and just looking for comfort
anywhere you can. And that’s basically where I found it.
It didn’t take too long before her substance abuse issues came to a head: “I had od’ed when I was
fifteen or sixteen on those damn coricidin. I overdosed on it and I went to the hospital and they
had to have my stomach pumped.” When this occurred, Child Protective Services (CPS) became
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involved and placed her in a girl’s home. Due to the terrible conditions there, Angela ended up
only staying in the girl’s home for one night: “It was fucking horrible in that place. They had me
laying on the floor. They didn’t have no beds…. So I was like ‘Fuck this, I’m not staying here.’
It was a horrible ass situation, so I ran from there.”
After she ran from the girl’s home, her parents took her in, despite orders from CPS that
she couldn’t be living with them at that time. The police routinely came to the house looking for
her, and her mother would hide her in the crawl space whenever they arrived. Eventually,
however, she got caught, and as a result, ended up on probation. As a result of her probation,
Angela was sent to an alternative high school. At that point, she had been out of school for
almost two years, so it was challenging getting back into the swing of things: “I gotta say, I was
a resilient mother fuckin’ kid. I really was. Because after being out of school and ya know, goin’
and not goin’, … it was hard.” Despite her challenges, Angela found that this alternative school
was a much better experience for her:
I didn’t barely have any problems there. The teachers were good, they tried to help us a
little bit more. ‘Cause I think they knew what to expect. And I was a little bit older then, I
was like sixteen, seventeen. I wasn’t trying to cause no shit. And I was on probation, so I
was like trying to do what I was supposed to do at that time. But it was better, much
better.
Even though the alternative school was a much better experience for her, Angela still
encountered some roadblocks that prevented her from completing high school. When she was 18,
and still in school, she became pregnant with her daughter, Samantha. When she found out that
she was pregnant, she stopped going to school: “I was going to school when I found out I was
pregnant. I was getting sick all the time. I’m sure they had resources to help, but I just didn’t
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feel… I think I was ashamed to go to school.” On top of leaving school, Angela’s mom “said she
was going on vacation and never came back,” and her dad had just gotten remarried, so “he was
into his own shit.” Most people she knew begged her to have an abortion, but she chose to keep
her baby. So, barely an adult, and with little support, Angela had her baby. Despite obvious
challenges that can come along with becoming a young mother, Angela was in a relatively good
place when her daughter was born: “I had gotten my own apartment in Westland at the time with
my kid’s dad. It was like a month before I turned nineteen when I had her, so I was like working
and I was stable at the time.” About seven months after giving birth to her daughter Angela
found out that she was pregnant again—this time with a son. She contemplated terminating the
pregnancy, but ultimately decided to keep him as well. She knew it was going to be difficult: “I
was like ‘Oh God, no! I don’t wanna have another baby!’ ‘Cause it was hard. Didn’t even finish
school yet. And here I’m about to be with two.” Angela, however, was determined to work to
create a good life for her children: “I worked two jobs until I had my son. Like two weeks before
I gave birth I worked two jobs and I had to stop working for a second. Then we got a house and
we moved into a bigger place. And I was working.” So it seemed that things were starting to get
back on track.
Unfortunately, the progress she had been making hit another stumbling block—this time
in the form of the hands of her children’s father, Javon. During Angela’s second pregnancy,
Javon’s mom passed away. He and his mother had been very close and he didn’t know how to
handle the loss of her:
And when his mom died he went crazy as shit. Like bat-shit crazy. I mean, he was off his
rocker. Like the mother fucker was crazy. He beat me until the day I gave birth to my son.
I was four centimeters dilated and he choked me until I was unconscious. And he was
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shaking me to wake me up. And like black eyes, and you know, being pregnant and
slammed around and shit. It was horrible.
Two weeks after her son was born, Angela kicked Javon out of their house, and she began
working to take care of their kids with the support of her mother, who had recently moved back,
and the help of Javon’s grandmother, who would often keep Samantha with her for extended
periods of time.
Soon, though, she experienced yet another challenge—she lost her home:
I was broke as shit. I had just got evicted out of my house. I paid the landlord $2,000 in
back rent and he kicked me out anyways. I borrowed money from my grandma to pay the
rent and then he kicked me out. I came home, I thought everything was gonna be good.
It was right before Christmas. I came home and all my shit was on the curb. Everything I
worked for—all my baby shit, and people were digging through it. People stole my
furniture, all my kids’ Christmas presents, like everything.
With nowhere to go, Angela was desperate. Thankfully, her grandmother reached out and offered
her a place to stay. Angela’s grandma had recently gotten her leg amputated and so she was
staying at a nursing home, leaving her house vacant. So, Angela moved into her grandmother’s
house. Even though she now had a place to live, she was still going through some difficult
times— having just gotten out of an abusive relationship, losing her home, struggling to take
care of her two young children. So Angela sought solace in a familiar place for her: substance
abuse. This time, though, she had gone beyond drinking and smoking marijuana: “At the time I
was fucking with a little bit of drugs, ecstasy and shit. So ecstasy makes you like a psycho, a
sociopath. After taking it every day for so long, it makes you crazy. I realistically think I lost my
mind.”
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Angela was struggling financially, and her mind was altered from all of the drugs she had been
using. This proved a destructive combination, as it led her to engage in some illegal activity. She
describes staying at her grandmother’s house:
I was broke, I started like goin’ through different shit, you know, like see what I
could find in the house or whatever. And I found a credit card that was still
attached to the paper and she had never activated it. So I called and activated it.
And I was thinkin’ in my mind, “Oh, okay, well I’ll use this, I’ll buy groceries and
I’ll pay her back.” And um, I ended up taking the card and maxed it out. It was a
$9,000 credit limit. I was goin’ shopping, goin’ out to eat… And so the money was
gone and I was like “Oh my God. What am I gonna do?” You know, I spent up all
the money, how am I going to get more money?
Her solution was to use her grandmother’s social security number and open up more credit cards
in her name. Eventually, it caught up to her and her grandma ended up pressing charges in order
to get her bank cleared of all the charges and save her own financial health. As a result, Angela
was charged with three felonies. She was ordered to pay $50,000 in restitution and was given
three years probation.
Angela’s drug use only got worse from there, and soon she was using heroin regularly.
Her father’s wife had recently passed away, so he had received a payment from their life
insurance policy. Her judgement clouded, Angela got her dad’s bank account information and
took at least $6,000 from him by writing fraudulent checks. He of course was furious and “damn
wanted to kill me,” Angela says. So, he too pressed charges against her in order to recover the
funds she had stolen from him. This resulted in four additional felony charges for Angela: “And
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then, so I know I have seven, or maybe eight [felonies]. I don’t know, you lose count. Isn’t that
sad? All stemmin’ from me being on drugs and not thinking clearly. It’s fucked up. It really is”
As a result of having violated her probation, Angela was sentenced to six months in a
rehab facility. Due to a conflict with the woman in charge of the rehab facility, Angela ended up
leaving after only three months, which was a violation of the terms of her probation. Soon after
she got pulled over and as a result ended up getting sentenced to a year in prison. When she first
arrived at the women’s correctional facility, Angela was in shock: “ It really hits you when you
walk through this big wall and it’s like all chained fence and razor wire and it’s like ‘Oh my
fucking God, is this really happening? Like I’m really in prison?’” She describes her experience
in prison:
They’re so overcrowded that it’s not enough space, so they were literally putting
people in closets and making them into rooms, anywhere they could put them… There’s
just so much chaos. When you think of just chaos in your mind, that’s what it is. You have
to be on guard at all times. People steal from you, I’ve had people rob me in there and
you know, I got in arguments and fights and just, you know…. sexual harassment
everyday. I went through a lot of crazy shit.
During her incarceration Angela had become “numb at that point.” She explains that “You had to
be mentally on guard. You always have to prepare yourself for whatever, you always gotta watch
out for everything cause you never know what can happen.”
Despite everything that had happened, Angela’s family, including her mother who had
returned to her life a few years ago, was as supportive as they could be while Angela was in
prison. It just so happened that the father of her children was incarcerated at the same time as she
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was, so grandparents on both sides jumped in to care for the children. In addition, Angela’s
parents did what they could to help out:
My dad made sure he paid, for you know, anything I needed, he always set me up. My
mom came to see me twice, three times a week. They put money on the phone for me to
call whenever I wanted to. The kids came and visited me every weekend.
Though she was happy to see her family, these visits were painful for in two regards. First, she
explains,“When you go for a visit they make you get butt-ass naked and squat and cough, Like I
don’t wanna be doin’ all this three times a week.” It also hurt to see her children leave her each
weekend: “It hurt me to see ‘em leave and be upset and not wanna leave you. It was hard.”
Once she was released from prison, Angela says that she was determined to get things
right:
I got out, I was on my roll. I did my parole, I got a job, and I was working and I got into
school. When I was in prison I got my GED, I passed my GED the first time. And um, I
got right in school as soon as I got out. I mean within two months I got my college going.
I was doing my online school and I was working at the bar and just trying to stay on
positive shit. Go to school, working, taking care of my kids. Being a mom, being a
hands-on mom.
Despite her effort and motivation, she still experiences a lot of challenges while trying to
navigate the world as a convicted felon:
It sucks having felonies. ‘Cause even if you’re not in that same mindset of where you used
to be, people are still treating you like you are. People judge you off of that. I mean I
have been to so many job interviews where they’re like—I mean, I’ve left job interviews
crying. They made me feel so low and bad.
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Her criminal record has also dampened her educational and career aspirations. She has hopes of
getting advanced degrees but is hesitant to even try because she is afraid that she won’t be able to
get a job in the field she wants to work in because of her record:
I’m like I can go to school and get a million and one degrees, but if I can’t use them
anywhere, what good are they? I wish to God I would have thought about that then. To
just think of the damage I was doing to my life later on. I wasn’t thinking like that. I can’t
go back and change it. But if I could, I would pay a lot of money to go back and erase
those mistakes because they definitely dictate your whole life. I tell my kids, it only takes
a second to make a mistake that could ultimately change your whole future and you
cannot take that back.
In fact, her two children seem to be her primary motivation for keeping her life on the right path,
despite the obstacles she still faces:
I’m not gonna say that I’m perfect, that I been on the straight and narrow ever since, but
I definitely have maintained my composure and try to stay as positve as I can. I’m always
willing to try again. Always willing to try to stay right. Cause I don’t just do it for me, I
try to do everything for my kids. ‘Cause I want them to have so much more different of a
life than what I did.
She strives to make sure that her children understand the importance of their education and she
gushes about how smart they both are, both making excellent grades. When she talks about her
daughter, though, I’m reminded a little of how she described her own experiences in school. As
far as school goes for Samantha, “she hates it, but she gets really good grades. She’s been on the
honor roll since kindergarten.” Despite her good grades, though, Samantha has a difficult time in
school because of issues of bullying: “She’s uncomfortable with herself. You know, she’s
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heavier and kids are making fun of her and it makes her uncomfortable and nervous. She thinks
everybody is always looking at her, always making fun of her.” Just as Angela did when she was
a young girl, Samantha “gets withdrawn from everybody and everything, she just don’t wanna do
anything.” The similarities are not lost to Angela, and she is determined to make sure that her
daughter does not end up going down the same path that she did. To Angela, one of the most
important things she can do for Samantha is to work on building her self-worth: “I am going to
try to put—like keep her in things that are going to bring confidence, you know. I want her to
know who she is and be okay with who she is.” She also says that for both of her children, but
especially for Samantha, it is important to
push them and talk to them and try to understand them. They gotta know that you care
‘cause of they think that you don’t care about what’s going on with them then they’re
gonna look for other things to make them feel good.
As a young girl, Angela didn’t have the support and encouragement she strives to give her own
children, and she cites that as one of the major determining factors of her life’s path:
I definitely know if I would have had someone pushing me, I would probably be so much
further in life. I know I would have. ‘Cause you know, I’m not stupid. I just wish I would
have had somebody to push, ya know, do the right thing. That makes a very big
difference.
Angela’s journey, despite its challenges, has taught her an abundance of lessons, and it
has made her passionate about encouraging people to make schools a better place for young
Black girls. In order to do that, Angela says that schools need to change:
[Schools] need to have more of like people that care. If they can feel comfortable to
talk to them, then you know, if they can have somebody to encourage them then they can
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be more successful later. ‘Cause not everybody’s parents give a shit. And that’s real. Or
they don’t have time to worry about what their kids are doing because they’re trying to
survive. They definitely need to have someone in schools that kids can talk to that’s
gonna help them. If there’s nothing else, just care. If you see potential in somebody and
you know that they don’t come from a good home, they don’t have resources at home to
help them… You know most times they really don’t do any extra shit. They just be like
“Oh, here’s a pamphlet.” But that’s not gonna be enough. Sometimes kids just need to be
pushed. I know my life would have been different if I would have just had somebody that
pushed me.
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Chapter Five: Analysis of Themes
Over the course of several conversations with the young women whose stories I have just
explored, several significant themes emerged. Most significantly, an overarching theme of
trauma is abundantly clear. Each of the young women involved in this research experienced
some degree of trauma, traumas that were greatly exacerbated, or in some cases caused, by their
oppressive experiences within a schooling system that uses zero-tolerance policies as yet another
mode of social control over the lives of Black women and girls. Their schools’ response to their
traumas, the experiences of racism, sexual harassment and assault, the pressure to conform to
notions of White femininity, along with the duality of being both invisible and hyper-visible
work in concert to create for Black girls a schooling experience that is itself a site of trauma and
terror.
The Trajectory of Trauma
The American Psychological Association (APA, 2018) describes trauma as simply an
“emotional response to a terrible event” (p. 1). More specifically, trauma can come out of any
experience in which a person experiences emotional pain, fear or distress. Toxic stress, a
significant type of trauma, occurs when the stress response is activated in a prolonged or chronic
manner (Martin, 2012). For children, this response often occurs when they experience “strong,
frequent, and/ or prolonged adversity without adequate adult support” (Harris, 2018, p. 54).
Trauma is often measured by the number of Adverse Childhood Experiences, or ACEs that a
person has experienced. These experiences are wide-ranging, but may include variables like
family dysfunction, witnessing or being a victim of violence, racism, lack of neighborhood
safety, and bullying, among many others (Harris, 2018).
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The experience of trauma is widespread, with at least 67% of the population having
experienced at least one ACE (Harris, 2018) and two-thirds of American students being impacted
by complex trauma (Plumb, Bush, Kersevich, 2016). While trauma certainly impacts large
numbers of people, it has been well documented that certain groups are more vulnerable to
trauma and its lasting impacts, primarily as a result of structural inequalities (Patrick & Chaudry,
2017). For example, poverty and living in distressed neighborhoods greatly increases the odds
for stress and trauma (Harris, 2018; YWCA USA, Inc., 2018). The impact of trauma is also
disproportionately felt both by children of color and by girls. In fact, 45% of girls had
experienced five or more ACEs, and furthermore, girls generally have a complex trauma rate that
is more than twice as high as that of boys (YWCA, 2018). While there is a lack of data
concerning the rate for Black girls specifically, a multitude of research demonstrates that both
girls and children of color disproportionately experience trauma, and thus the intersecting
identities of gender and race result in their experience of an abundance of trauma.
The prevalence of trauma among Black girls can be confirmed by the data in this study.
Throughout their narratives, each of the young women recounts some type of traumatic
experience. For Nia, trauma came largely in the form of the bullying and racism that
she experienced throughout her childhood. Trinity has also experienced an array of traumatic
events, including bullying, sexual harassment and assault, observing substance abuse, and being
present at the attempted murder of her father. Trauma has also been a constant for Angela, who
also experienced racism and bullying, as well as a chronically dysfunctional household, domestic
violence, and substance abuse. Aside from these specific incidences of trauma, schooling itself
acts as a source of trauma for Black girls, a point which will be explored throughout this
discussion.
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Impacts of trauma. The effects of trauma can be devastating and negatively impact the
quality of life across every single domain (Plumb, Bush, & Kersevich, 2016)—affecting
physical, emotional, and mental health. Trauma puts people at an increased risk for seven of the
ten leading causes of death (National Child Traumatic Stress Network, 2008) and in fact, those
with six or more ACEs are more likely to die 20 years earlier than someone who has none
(Plumb et al., 2016).
There is a great deal of evidence that supports the fact that trauma and toxic stress
actually alter the way in which the brain operates (Harris, 2018; Patrick & Chaudry, 2017).
Trauma primarily impacts the limbic system, midbrain, and cerebral cortex. These portions of the
brain are responsible for the rate of heartbeat, physical balance, and the regulation of emotional
control. Further, the impact of trauma also causes the brain to operate in lower orders more
frequently (Plumb et al., 2016), as the brain becomes conditioned to responding within the
context of survival mode. It has been documented that trauma also affects the immune,
hormonal, and cardiovascular systems, and increases the risk for the development of sleep
disorders (Harris, 2018).
Trauma also leads to a variety of behavioral, learning, and socio-emotional challenges. In
fact, a child who has experienced trauma is 32.6 times more likely to have behavioral or learning
problems than those that have not (Patrick & Chaudry, 2017). It can lead to irritability,
impulsivity, decreased ability to concentrate or pay attention and even changes the ways in
which the brain cognitively processes information (National Child Traumatic Stress Network,
2008; West, Day, Somers, & Baroni, 2014). Trauma also leads to anger and outbursts of
aggression, increased levels of depression and anxiety, and increased odds for suicidality and
self-injurious behavior (Jenkins, 2002; Layne et al., 2014). It is also implicated in an inability to
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establish appropriate social boundaries, social withdrawal, and difficulty with authority (National
Child Traumatic Stress Network, 2008). All of these variables result in poor work and school
performance, increased absenteeism, and increased likelihood to experience exclusionary school
discipline (National Child Traumatic Stress Network, 2008). Further, it has been posited that
trauma puts children and teenagers at increased risk for dating violence, delinquency, low
educational attainment, early parenting, poverty, and substance abuse (West et al., 2014).
Nearly all of these negative impacts can be seen in the lives of Nia, Trinity, and Angela.
Even though brain scanning was beyond the scope of the study, the actions and behaviors
exhibited by the young women are indicative of many of the impacts of trauma that have been
discussed. Nia has been in multiple physical altercations and has consistently expressed her need
to withdrawal from others, stating that she consistently puts up a wall in between herself and
others and that if that wall somehow disappeared, that it would “all crumble down” and she
would have nothing left to protect her. She describes herself as being “sad” and having many
days where she “was not in a good mood” and “came to school not in a good mood. [She]woke
up on the wrong side of the bed” and “just wanted everybody to leave [her] alone.” This aligns
with research indicating that trauma can cause emotional difficulties (Jenkins, 2002; Layne et al.,
2014). She is also currently on probation as a result of a fight she was in where assault charges
were filed, and she has also experienced early parenting, as she had a child during her junior year
of high school.
For Trinity, it seems as though she is constantly battling trauma and its effects on her life.
One of the most traumatic events for her, watching her dad nearly be killed, occurred several
years ago, but she says, “I still think about it. All the time.” Trinity has often turned to substance
abuse to deal with her stress and trauma, citing her increased use of marijuana to “deal with the
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stress.” She also described going through periods where she “talked back to” her parents and
acted “promiscuous and wild.” Many of the issues that Trinity continues to struggle with are
associated with having experienced trauma.
The impacts of trauma are also evident throughout Angela’s life. Angela experienced
many difficulties in school including absenteeism and multiple suspensions. She says, “We
would skip school everyday pretty much. And I didn’t really wanna go to school anyways.”
When she did go to school, she was certainly not engaged. She “would just put [her] head down
in the back of class and go to sleep” and she “literally never did any homework.” She never did
graduate, but earned her GED while she was incarcerated as an adult. She also dealt with
substance abuse issues early on, describing how when she was in middle school she used to skip
school and “drink throughout the day, get fucked up, smoke weed all day.” She has continued to
struggle with substance abuse, having overdosed in high school and eventually struggled with
harder drugs in adulthood. Angela explains, “when you’re a kid and you don’t know what’s
right, you just know what feels right at the time. Smoking weed and drinking and getting high,
and just looking for comfort anywhere you can. And that’s basically where I found it.” Angela
also became a parent at a young age, giving birth to her daughter shortly before she was set to
graduate from high school. Further, Angela is a survivor of domestic violence at the hands of her
children’s father. She describes how he would “beat [her] until the day [she] gave birth to [her]
son.”
So it becomes clear that the life trajectories for all of these young women, just like many
other young Black women, have been shaped by the various traumas that they have encountered
and the effects of dealing with such traumas.
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School responses to trauma. It has been demonstrated that experiencing trauma can play
a tremendous role in the life experiences of young people, but we still see an educational system
that continues to respond to it in ways that prove not only ineffective, but also serve to
exacerbate the impacts of trauma. Schools often fail to see the link between behaviors that
students are exhibiting and the traumas that they have experienced, resulting in disciplinary
policies which seek to punish and criminalize such behaviors (Saar, Epstein, Rosenthal, & Vafa,
2015; Smith, 2016). Rather than working to provide support, many schools respond to trauma in
a reactionary manner, offering suspensions instead of treatment. This is a highly inappropriate
and ineffective response because students are being denied the support and treatment that they
need and are instead urged to ignore their trauma and simply comply, creating an extremely
pedagogically damaging classroom environment. On this issue, Plumb et al. (2016) explain that
“focusing on symptoms of problems instead of the problems themselves means that children may
simply demonstrate behavioral compliance in the classroom rather than being empowered and
able to learn” (p.44). This type of response is made possible, in part, by zero-tolerance policies
that allow for subjective snap suspensions, implicating that certain behaviors require the use of
suspensions or expulsions.
Though trauma is certainly an issue for students from all groups, Black girls face
amplified versions of such trauma. Black girls experience trauma at disproportionate rates
compared to other groups and are often offered less support than their peers due partly to
processes of adultification. Epstein, Blake, and González (2017) define this process as being “a
social or cultural stereotype that is based on how adults perceive children”(p. 4). This process of
adultification has historical roots in chattel slavery wherein “subjected to much of the same
dehumanization suffered by Black adults, Black children were rarely perceived as being worthy
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of playtime and were severely punished for exhibiting normal child-like behaviors” (Dumas &
Nelson, 2016, p. 33). Adultification, however, should not be viewed as a thing of the past. It is
indeed still prevalent and often rears its head in the ugliest of ways. One of the most notable
examples of this is the case of Tamir Rice, a 12-year-old Black boy who was gunned down by
police for playing in the park. Police on their radios can be heard saying “shots fired, male down,
um, black male, maybe twenty” (Izadi & Holley, 2014). While many studies on adultification
focus on Black boys, recent reports indicate that compared to their White peers, Black girls are
also seen as less innocent and more adult-like as early as five years old (Epstein et al., 2017). As
a such, Black girls are perceived as in need of less support, protection, and nurturing.
Adultification and its impact can be clearly illustrated by a multitude of experiences that Black
girls in schools share, many of which will be described later in this chapter. At the moment,
however, it is necessary to point out the specific impact such processes can have on Black girls
who experience trauma and the ways in which their schools respond to their trauma-induced
behaviors. Black girls are not seen as needing support and their behaviors or transgressions are
viewed as being more “intentional and malicious” (Epstein et al., 2017, p. 6), rather than being
simply the result of untreated traumas.
Just like many young Black women, much of the behavior being exhibited by the young
women in this study would likely be considered a result of the traumas they have faced, either as
a coping mechanism or a result of the impact that trauma has on their ability to regulate their
emotions. Despite this truth, their schools respond to them in ways which confirm the assertions
of previously noted reports. For example, when Nia got into a fight at school she was given a
long-term suspension. In a previous incident, Nia had an outburst of anger in class where she
“started yelling… and they took it as ‘oooh, they ‘bout to fight.’” In this incident, too, Nia was
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simply suspended from school. This is despite the fact the behaviors she exhibited were likely
caused by trauma she experienced. Trinity has similar experiences, where exclusionary
disciplinary actions are applied to her as a result of trauma-related behaviors. She says that many
times she would “come into class mad and upset and angry, and don’t wanna feel like talking,”
and that when this happened teachers seemed to take issue with her “attitude” and ask her to
leave the class. The most severe example of this is when a video of Trinity engaged in sexual
activities circulated throughout the school community. When this happened she “went from
being a happy kid” to someone who “had to learn to hold my head up and not care,” it was like
she couldn’t “be happy no more.” And with this, came a distinct lack of any support or empathy
from her school and, in fact, a 180-day suspension.
Perhaps the most noteworthy example of the criminalization of trauma is the case of
Angela. Angela experiences an array of different types of trauma and was never treated or given
proper support. As a result, she turned to alcohol and drugs as a self-described coping
mechanism. She struggled with substance abuse and was incarcerated as a result of her drug use.
In dealing with some extreme trauma and stress, including being evicted from her home, Angela
reports,“At the time I was fucking with a little bit of drugs, ecstasy and shit… After taking it
every day for so long, it makes you crazy.” It is during this period that Angela commits credit
card fraud, in part to fuel her drug use, which shortly after leads to her incarceration.
Unfortunately, Angela is not alone in this. Reports of trauma among incarcerated girls
vary. Monique Morris (2016) found that over 70% of girls in juvenile detention have a history of
trauma. This number is disturbing enough, but some reports indicate that it could be even higher.
The YWCA (2018), for example, finds that more than 90% of girls in the juvenile justice system
have experienced some kind of trauma. Not only does this serve to criminalize the trauma that
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they have experienced, but in many ways the experiences of incarceration often exacerbate
trauma for these young women (YWCA, 2018). In fact, Angela explains that her experience in
prison was full of various forms of abuse. Not only did prison steal her freedom and rob her of
the right to raise her children fully, the daily experiences there were clearly also traumatizing for
her. She recounts,“There’s just so much chaos... you have to be on guard at all times. People
steal from you... I got in arguments and fights and just you know, sexual harassment everyday. I
went through a lot of crazy shit.” This is a clear illustration of the multitude of ways in which
society and its institutions are quick to discount the trauma of Black girls, working in concert to
not only leave their traumas untreated, but worse still, to punish and criminalize them for it.
Racism at Recess (and Beyond)
Trauma is not simply constituted by individual tragedies. For many people in
marginalized groups, their very identity can be a source of trauma. While I acknowledge that a
complete discussion of racism includes a thorough analysis of oppressive systems and structures,
this portion of analysis will focus on individual instances of discrimination or racial bullying,
Issues of systemic racism will be discussed in another section of this chapter.
The vast majority of Black youth will experience some sort of personal discrimination,
and for 80% of them, this experience will happen before the age of thirteen (Fisher et al., 2015).
It has been well documented that experiences of racial discrimination have impacts similar to
that of trauma and post-traumatic stress disorder (Fisher et al., 2015; Kang & Burton, 2014).
Such instances lead to increases in negative emotions, depressive symptoms, decreased
psychological resiliency, increased psychological distress, lower self-esteem, anger, aggression,
and violence (Kang & Burton, 2014; Martin et al., 2010). While racial discrimination and
bullying impacts all people of color, girls tend to suffer more negative consequences than their
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male peers (Carbone-Lopez, Esbensen, & Brick, 2010). A study from the McSilver Institute
refers to the harm caused by discrimination as oppression-based trauma (Lebron et al., 2015).
This discriminatory trauma was a recurring theme in my research. Stories of racial
bullying and discrimination were entirely too common throughout my conversations with Nia,
Trinity, and Angela. Nia recalls being called a “gorilla” and a “jiggabo” as a young child, and
says that these experiences made her so sad “to the point where I would just cry.” Such incidents
continued through high school for her, where “we comin’ down the hallway, they just yellin’
stuff, like ‘ya’ll ratchet, ya’ll ghetto, ya’ll do this, ya’ll do that.” Trinity also discusses instances
of racism at school and says that “they always perceive us different… They stereotype us. Like
they think every Black girl is ghetto or have no class or no home training.” She also notes that
when discussing issues of Black history or culture in her classes, many of her teachers were
apathetic at best, and that “the way they was looking, you could tell they didn’t care.” Angela,
having grown up in a White family and attending predominantly White schools, perhaps had
some of the most debilitating experiences of racial discrimination and bullying. Angela recalls
feeling like she was “a little bit like the odd man out.” She began to recognize differences in the
way she was treated as early as five years old, when she was attending church with her
grandmother. Angela describes what this experience was like for her: “Everybody stares at me…
Because I’m dark. Because everyone else is White and I am dark.” In school, she described
being pretty constantly bullied by peers, saying, “I can’t tell you how many times I heard the ‘n
word.’”
Teacher response to racial discrimination and bullying. While teacher intervention in
bullying is often viewed as an effective means of countering the victimization many young
people experience, it is often minimal or non-existent (Kochenderfer-Ladd & Pelletier, 2008).
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Blake, Butler, Lewis, and Darensbourg (2011) explain that one of the primary reasons that
children of color rarely see teacher intervention in their victimization is that many teachers come
into the classroom having negative behavioral expectations for Black children, seeing them as
more defiant and aggressive, thus inferring that they are not victims, but are in fact the
aggressors. Further, it is likely that the process of adultification has led teachers and other staff
members to believe that Black children are less in need of care and protection (Epstein et al.,
2017).
The stories of Nia, Trinity, and Angela did not demonstrate exceptions to this norm. Each
young woman experienced dismissal from their teachers or other school professionals when any
instances of racial discrimination and bullying were brought to their attention. Nia says that
when she did report these instances, they “just got worse.” Even when Nia’s mother came up to
the school to advocate for her, she found that “the office wasn’t listening, they just left it alone.”
Trinity says that when she was upset because of bullying that has occurred, her teachers, instead
of offering support, would approach her in a “confrontational” manner. None of these responses
are acceptable, but it would seem that Angela’s experience in this realm is perhaps the most
heart-breaking. When she was in the fourth grade, Angela had grown tired of the racist bullying
that was coming from a peer in her class and responded by yelling at them, her teacher, instead
of dealing with the individual who was doing the bullying, sent Angela out of the room. Every
day. For the rest of the year. Angela describes the way her teacher treated her: “He gave me all
my school work and told me just to go to the library. And every morning I would go to his class,
I’d get my school work and he’d say ‘Go to the library.’” Throughout her schooling experiences,
Angela was essentially left on her own. Even in high school as she continued to experience racial
discrimination and bullying, she garnered no sympathy: “I was a terrorist. And so my principal
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started walking me to the bus everyday to make sure that I wasn’t just fuckin’ with people, but
people fucked with me. I would try to tell her… I definitely stood up for myself, but she didn’t
care.” In Angela’s case the impact of these experiences was exacerbated by the fact that even her
family did not provide support. Angela explains: “It’s hard when you’re Black and in a White
environment and you don’t have anybody that can relate to that. I was the only person that was
Black, even in the family, school. There’s nobody I could relate to, nobody I could ask, ‘Well
how do I handle this?’ You know, nobody got it.” She goes on to explain that the lack of support
was the primary push factor that led her down a long and treacherous road of substance abuse,
stating that she turned to drugs because she felt forced into “just looking for comfort anywhere
you can.”
‘Ain’t I a Woman?’: Black Girls and the Pressure to Conform
In a speech to the 1851 Women’s Convention in Akron, Ohio, Sojourner Truth asks a
simple yet profound question: “And ain’t I a woman?” (Truth, S., 1851). Her call for the
recognition of Black female womanhood can still be heard today, and its calls certainly
reverberate in the halls of America’s schoolhouses.
The notion of femininity is measured largely by the ways in which the behavior of girls
and women aligns (or doesn’t) with the traditional White values of femininity. These traditional
values of passiveness, docility, and complicity are lifted up as the only acceptable standard for
girls and women (Blake, et al., 2016; Smith, 2016). These values, however, are in direct contrast
with the ways in which Black girls and women have been socialized (Jones, 2009). Black
mothers often socialize their daughters to protect themselves by any means necessary (Jacobs,
2016), a necessary response as the world tends not to offer any protections to young Black girls.
These same Black girls and women are expected to live up to the behavioral standards of White
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femininity, but are afforded none of the protection traditionally offered to White women. In order
for Black women to survive and thrive in a racist and misogynistic world, they have necessarily
had to develop assertive behaviors that run counter to traditional White notions of what it means
to be a woman. The damaging narrative of the angry and hostile Jezebel has not gone anywhere,
as Black women continue to be measured by a definition of femininity in which they are not
included. In fact, Black women and girls are likely to be arrested for merely being
“disrespectful” (Morris, 2012). No case more poignantly illustrates this point than that of Sandra
Bland. Bland, an African American woman, was pulled over by police and arrested during what
should have been a routine traffic stop. The encounter became violent and Bland was arrested.
Three days after her arrest she was found dead in her cell under questionable circumstances.
Many assert that Bland was incarcerated because the arresting officer did not like “her attitude”
(Chicago Tribune, 2015). This idea was also reflected in many social media comments about her
case, with many commenters blaming her death on Bland’s refusal to be passive and her
insistence upon standing up for herself.
Just as in the outside world, Black girls in schools are often punished for exhibiting
behavior that does not quite line up with traditional White ideas about femininity, such as
docility and passivity (Blake et al., 2016; Murphy, Acosta, & Kennedy-Lewis, 2013). Many of
the behaviors for which Black girls are disciplined align with the stereotypes to which Black
women are subjected. These same stereotypes, because of processes of adultification, impact the
ways in which Black girls are viewed. The cultural disconnect between Black girls and many of
their teachers causes them to be judged against a standard that is far removed from the
experiences of Black girls and women. Many behaviors that may be considered benign or are
even applauded when exhibited by White girls are punished and criminalized when employed by
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Black girls. Perhaps one of the most common attacks on Black girls is the notion that they are
“too loud” or that they have “an attitude” (Epstein, Blake, & Gonález, 2017; Koonce, 2012;
Morris, 2007; Murphy et al., 2013). For Black girls who struggle to really be seen in their
classrooms, volume is seen as a means of empowerment and as a way in which to express their
individuality (Murphy, et al., 2013). As Morris (2016) notes, “to be ‘loud’ is a demand to be
heard. To have an “attitude” is to reject a doctrine of invisibility and mistreatment” (p. 19).
Talking with what some perceive to be ‘an attitude’ is actually an empowering speech practice
that has often been used by Black women and girls to regain some sense of agency and power
when they find themselves in oppressive situations (Koonce, 2012).
African American girls are more likely to speak their minds and to stand up for
themselves, a behavior that those in positions of authority (i.e., their teachers) often misinterpret
as defiance (Murphy, et al., 2013). Annamma et al. (2016) note that Black girls are far more
likely to have their behavior labeled as defiant or disobedient than their White peers. For
example, Morris (2016) argues that in many instances when Black girls display curiosity and
critical thinking it is often viewed as a challenge to authority, resulting may times in power
struggles between teachers and Black female students. The assertiveness that is so often
applauded in White girls is treated as aggression when exhibited by Black girls in school
(Epstein, Blake, & Gonález, 2017). Those Black girls who are seen as being defiant or assertive
are viewed as being in need of more social control (Blake et al., 2011), thus justifying the
disproportionate levels of discipline received by Black girls for such subjective infractions as
insubordination and defiance (Losen, 2011). Teachers even see physical aggression as more
serious when it comes from girls, rather than boys (Blake et al., 2011) because such behavior
deviates so far from what is considered to be the “norm” for so-called “feminine” behavior.
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These behaviors all defy the expectations of what a girl “should” be and therefore pose a threat
to the dominant patriarchal narrative that defines not only American schools, but American
society in general.
While the inability or unwillingness of Black girls to fall in line with the notions of
passive and docile womanhood is punished and criminalized, those behaviors that fit these
narratives are rewarded. Black girls are more likely to be praised for behavior that conforms to
White femininity than they are for academic achievements (Evans-Winters & Esposito, 2010).
The demeanor and “respectability” of Black girls takes on much more importance in identity
development than any academic pursuits upon which they may be embarking. When Black girls
are praised for passivity and punished for assertiveness and critical thinking, it creates a
pedagogical site that is not only culturally incompetent (Morris, 2016), but also damaging to the
psyches of Black girls, as they are constantly rendered as “other.”
Another area in which Black girls feel the need to conform to certain notions of
femininity is the ways in which they dress. So-called ‘improper dress’ is one of the most
prevalent infractions that Black girls receive in schools, second only to things like ‘disrespect,’
and “attitudes” (Murphy et al., 2013). Their dress, too, is expected to align with traditional
notions of White femininity, implying the need for modest clothing in order to be respected.
While dress is expected to be demure, it should also fit in with what participants in this study
have referred to as being “girly” and well put together. Nia described how, unlike other girls,
when she was young her hair was not usually done. She would often go to school “with a big
Afro, braids half taken down. Or it was flat ironed, but it poofed out.” Because her hairstyle did
not fit in with the neat appearance that is demanded of girls, she was often bullied. She also felt
pressure at a young age for her body to meet a certain standard. She explains that she was “a
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little fat” when she was younger, giving her peers yet another reason to target her. Trinity also
felt the pressure to dress and appear in a certain way. She, like Nia, struggle with issues of body
weight. Her style did not really align with the “standard” either. Nia describes her style: “ Like a
little tomboy. Like I didn’t have tendencies to dress girly. When I did, I didn’t like it.”
Eventually, however, she transitioned to what she refers to as a more ‘girly’ style. While she says
that part of her wanted to make the change, she also realized that certan things cam ealong with
that change. Nia explains: “Like for me to be accepted… you have to dress a certain way, you
have to act a certain way.” Once she did start to dress in a more traditionally feminine way, it
caused a new set of problems for her—the issue of sexual harassment and daily scrutiny of her
appearance. She has essentially gone from being a “tomboy,” to living in a body upon which her
peers (and others) felt free to spew lewd comments.
This pressure to conform to restrictive constructions of femininity was clear in the stories
of Nia, Trinity, and Angela. When Nia was bullied in school she often used an assertive
demeanor to stick up for herself, as her mom had taught her that she needed to protect herself.
While the bullying hurt her, she followed the advice of her mother and grandmother and did
what she thought necessary. She say, “On the outside I’m just all rough and mean. And I get a
attitude. But on the inside I’m just like ‘Woah! Okay, that kinda hurt,’ I’m not gonna show it…
I’m not about to sit here and look like no punk.”
Trinity also prides herself on always being willing and able to defend herself. Trinity
explains this personality trait: “I’m a very opinionated person. If I’m right, I’m right… You’re
not gon’ change my mind. I don’t let nobody talk to me no type of way. You not about to
disrespect me.” She was not blind to the fact that these traits, while seen as positive and
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empowering forms of socialization for Black women, were not viewed the same way in school.
She observed the fact that she needed to “act a certain way” in order to be accepted.
For Angela, her assertive and sometimes aggressive behavior was a result of her
hypervisibility within a predominately White school. She describes how she “was just
always arguing, always fightin’ with somebody, always cussin’ somebody out,” both as a means
of defense against the racist bullying she endured and also as a response to the unwanted
attention. Angela explains: “If you’re gonna watch me, I’m gonna give you a reason to watch.”
This gave her the opportunity to define herself for herself in a system that already had
preconceived notions of what she should be. Just as is reflected in much of the literature, Nia,
Trinity, and Angela all enacted behaviors that they knew to be most effective in protecting,
defending, and defining themselves. Their unwillingness to conform to the restrictive White
notion of femininity was constantly punished and criminalized, despite the fact that they are
simply trying to be.
Sexual Assault and Harassment
Since the era of chattel slavery, Black women’s bodies have constantly been controlled,
policed, and unprotected. This dynamic remains firmly in place for Black girls in America’s
schools, a dynamic which is illustrated by, among other things, both the rampant sexual
harassment and assault with which many Black girls are forced to contend with at school, and the
lack of response to this abuse from their teachers.
Though there has been a tendency to place sexual harassment under the umbrella of
bullying, it is necessary to provide a clear differentiation between the two. Whereas sexual
harassment is covered by Title IX and requires a response from schools, bullying is not. The
U.S. Department of Education defines sexual harassment as “conduct that is sexual nature; that is
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unwelcome; and denies or limits a student’s ability to participate in or benefit from a school’s
education program” (Office for Civil Rights, 2008, p. 3). The latter part of this definition can
take on two forms—the first of which is that a teacher or other school staff member “conditions
an educational decision or benefit on the student's submission to unwelcome sexual conduct” and
the other is that the harassment amounts to the creation of a “hostile” environment (Office for
Civil Rights, 2008, p. 5). For entirely too many Black girls, the prevalence of such harassment
does indeed create a hostile environment. While reported numbers vary and may likely be
underreported, the rate at which Black girls experience sexual harassment is absolutely horrific.
Miller (2008) reports that 89% of Black girls have experienced some type of sexual harassment,
77% of which is experienced at school. In fact, the prevalence of sexual harassment has created a
situation wherein it is seen as “an everyday feature of the cultural milieu” (Miller, 2008, p. 73).
Black girls are also subjected to alarming rates of sexual violence, with approximately 60% of
Black girls under eighteen having experienced some degree of sexual violence (Lindsey, 2018).
Impacts of harassment. The impacts of sexual harassment are similar to that of bullying,
however, sexual harassment seems to have a more adverse effect on students than general
bullying (Gruber & Fineran, 2016). Some of the impacts include psychosocial effects like
depression, loss of appetite, nightmares, low self-esteem, and isolation (Gruber & Fineran,
2008). Further, sexual harassment has a detrimental effect on the school behavior and
performance of many young women, leading to things like increased school absence, lowered
concentration, less participation in class, and lower grades (Gruber & Fiernan, 2016). The
negative impacts of sexual harassment and assault are often exacerbated by the lack of social
support given to many young women who experience these traumas. The impacts of harassment
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that young women experience in school can last for as long as 20 (Rahimi & Liston, 2011),
especially troubling considering the long range of impacts that can occur.
Responses to sexual harassment and assault. While the vast majority of sexual
harassment that occurs in schools typically occurs in the presence of either school staff or other
students (Miller, 2008), it is rarely given the response it deserves. When young women and girls
experience sexual assault and harassment in schools, it is primarily disregarded and left
unchecked. In fact, Miller (2008) asserts that nonintervention in these cases is the norm.
Teachers and other school staff are actually less likely to intervene in cases of sexual harassment
than they are in other types of bullying situations (Meyer, 2008). Perhaps even worse than nonintervention is the ways in which the responses of many teachers, when confronted with
instances of sexual harassment, offer explanations which serve to normalize these types of
negative behaviors (Crenshaw at al., 2015). As a result, the majority of girls who experience
sexual harassment and assault at school do not report it to teachers or other school staff members
because they feel that their report will not be taken seriously (Miller, 2008).
The lack of response in cases of sexual assault and harassment becomes even more
horrific for Black girls and women. Teachers, who often conceptualize the concepts of sexual
assault and harassment through the lens of race, view the harassment of Black girls as
“warranted” or “expected” (Rahimi & Liston, 2011, p. 804). Historically embedded stereotypes
have worked to create an image of Black girls and women as hypersexual (Rahimi & Liston,
2011). Under chattel slavery, Black women’s bodies were viewed as little more than a breeding
ground (Evans-Winters & Esposito, 2010) and while this stereotype has manifested itself in
different variations (the welfare queen, for example), the notion of sex being seen as part of the
“natural role” for Black women and girls has remained firmly in place (Epstein, Blake, &
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Gonález, 2017). Women and girls of color, especially Black girls, are far less likely to be viewed
as victims of sexual assault and harassment and are often written off as being “mistaken” or
having “let” the harassment occur (Rahimi & Liston, 2011). Other students are less likely to
view Black girls and women as victims (Harris, 2015) and even other young women often imply
that girls who are victims of harassment or assault have somehow brought it upon themselves by
acting “fast” (Miller, 2008). As a result of such views, not only are Black girls not protected
from sexual assault and harassment in schools, but they are often blamed for it (Evans-Winters,
2017).
The stereotype-laden views of Black girls’ sexuality combined with the hyperbolic notion
of Black female strength has created a situation where the typical response to the sexual assault
and harassment of Black girls is a non-response. As a result, Black girls are typically expected to
stand up for themselves in such cases (Murphy, Acosta, & Kennedy-Lewis, 2013; Wun, 2016).
When Black girls are required to defend themselves from victimization, it often leads to an
escalation in the conflict in which these young women are forced to resort to aggression in what
can be an otherwise helpless situation (Brown, Chesney-Stein, 2007). When girls use aggression
to protect themselves from the harassment from which others have refused to help shield them,
they are often disciplined for ‘fighting,’ (Miller, 2008); thus they are essentially punished for the
victimization that has been perpetrated upon them.
Trinity’s story. While all of the girls that participated in this study mentioned some
instances of sexual harassment, perhaps the most striking example of such violence can be found
in the story of Trinity. As she describes it, sexual harassment seems to have been a constant issue
for her, coming mostly in the form of male peers making unwanted sexual comments about her
body. For example, she explains, “I love, love sweaters. And I have a big chest, so boys be like
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‘Daaaang. Ooooh, titties out.’” While this unchecked harassment is damaging enough, the sexual
assault she experienced was even more traumatic for her. She was assaulted at school by a male
student, and while she does not herself describe it as a rape or assault, the events that occurred
can be clearly defined as such. Her description of what happens is as follows:
‘Cause I had said no at first and then I just got sucked in. I got manhandled. I was
pushed up against the wall and things happened after that. He was a football player, so
like he was kinda strong. I ain’t wanna do what happened, but I let it happen anyway,
so... I told him it wasn’t a good idea. I shoulda just left.
The harassment continued when video of the assault was spread throughout the school via social
media and text messages: “Other kids messing with me about my sex tape, calling me hoes,
calling me out my name. Like boys would yell down the hallway like ‘Trinity, when can I get
this face?’ Stupid stuff like that.”
While an appropriate response to her assault would have been to offer her support and
treatment, her school instead punished her for her own assault by suspending her for 180 days for
“engaging in sexual activity” on school grounds. So not only was she traumatized by the assault,
but she was also displaced from school, creating yet another layer of trauma with which she
would be forced to contend. Just like far too many other young Black women, her school
demonstrated to her their belief that her safety, indeed her life, did not matter to them.
Yearning to Be Seen in the Dark: The Simultaneous Invisibility and Hypervisibility of
Black Girls in Schools
It is not uncommon for Black girls in schools (and in wider society) to struggle with the
duality of being both hypervisible in some contexts, while also being rendered invisible when it
is suitable for those in power. This contradiction often contributes to the creation or exacerbation
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of trauma and the upholding of systems that are complacent in the use of violence against Black
women and girls. The upholding of our master narrative, which rests upon a foundation of
misogyny and White supremacy, depends in part upon the ability of those in power to selectively
decide when Black girls will be seen and heard.
When it comes to the slightest behavioral transgressions, Black girls are seen. This
contextual hypervisibility becomes abundantly clear when we examine the disproportionate rates
at which Black girls are suspended, expelled, or otherwise disciplined. The treatment of Black
girls’ bodies is also a clear example of the hypervisibility that they often experience. Their
bodies are subject to near constant control and heckling (Evans-Winters & Esposito, 2010).
This, however, is not a new trend. Throughout the world’s history we see numerous examples of
this simultaneous control and heckling of Black women’s bodies. Perhaps the most obvious is
the horrid condition in which enslaved Black women were forced to live during chattel slavery.
Specifically, the treatment of an enslaved woman by the name of Saartje “Sarah” Baartman is
emblematic of the ways in which Black women’s bodies have been historically treated. Sarah
was forced to be “displayed” in theatres and at fairs at so-called “freak shows.” White people
were fascinated by her “large buttocks” (Parkinson, 2016, p. 3), and wealthier people even paid
to have private shows in their homes where their friends were even invited to touch Sarah. Even
in death Sarah’s body remained a spectacle for White folks, as her skeleton, brain, and sexual
organs were displayed in a French museum until as recently as 1974. The hypervisibility of
Black women’s bodies has not perished, but has simply manifested itself in new ways. In fact,
this is a commonplace occurrence in the life of young Black girls, often in schools. The policing
of Black girls’ bodies has been aided by the overly punitive nature of zero-tolerance policies,
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under which Black girls are disproportionately disciplined for violations of school dress code
(Morris, 2016).
This hypervisibility was illustrated throughout the stories that the girls in this study told.
For example, Nia describes how when she was a young child she was often bullied because her
hair wasn’t “done” and because many labeled her as “fat.” She “just came to school with a big
Afro, braids half tooken down. Or it was flat ironed, but it poofed out” Nia explains: that she was
“fat when [she] was younger, so… [she was] kinda a target.”
Trinity also talks a great deal about how she was often scrutinized when she was younger
for dressing as a “tomboy,” and how once she began to dress in a way that was considered more
“girly” and thus more acceptable to her peers, that she began to receive a lot of unwanted
attention. She says, “I love, love sweaters. And I have a big chest, so boys be like ‘Daaaang.
Oooh. Titties out.’” Unfortunately, the sense of entitlement to her body by others did not end
there.
Angela describes how her hypervisibility in predominantly White spaces impacted her.
She tells a story of how, as a young girl, she attended church with her grandmother: “Everybody
stares at me… Because I’m dark. Because everyone else is White and I am dark.” She continued
to feel this sense of visibility as she moved through several predominantly White institutions in
her life. The notion that people were always watching her often led to her acting out, declaring
“If you’re gonna watch me, I’m gonna give you a reason to watch.” These instances, among
others, confirm the notion that for Black girls and women, their bodies, and sometimes their
mere physical presence in White spaces is cause for ridicule.
Despite the hypervisibility that Black girls and women often experience, in many ways
they are still quite invisible. To begin, we know that within the context of educational research,
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Black girls are understudied, and most research that is conducted operates from a deficit focused
orientation which fails to acknowledge the cultural contexts in which Black girls live (LindsayDennis, 2015). The lack of representation afforded Black girls within educational research is
dangerous, and this danger is amplified when we consider the problematic stances from which
much of this research is done. As bell hooks (1989) has so masterfully declared, “when people in
positions of social power conduct research on marginalized and oppressed groups, these groups
become objects whose identity is created and defined by others, rather than subjects who define
their own realities”(p. 121). It is rare that Black girls are afforded the opportunity to define their
realities, and as such it is crucial that we include their voices in any and all conversations related
to them.
Invisibility may best be defined as “an inner struggle with feeling that one’s talents,
abilities, personality, and worth are not valued or even recognized” (Franklin, 1999, p. 761). The
experiences of Black women are entirely too often othered, pushed to the side, and excluded. For
example, many Black girls report feeling alienated in school as a result of the lack of support
they are given (Murphy et al., , 2013). As discussed elsewhere in this chapter, there is a huge
failure on the part of schools to properly (if at all) intervene in cases of sexual harassment and
bullying of Black girls (Crenshaw et al., 2015). Overly punitive disciplinary practices (like those
often associated with zero-tolerance policies) are emblematic of the hypervisible and invisible
duality that exists for Black girls. While their transgressions are clearly made hypervisible, the
trauma behind them is often ignored. It is rare that Black girls are asked what’s wrong or offered
support in these situations. Conversely, they are most often excluded through a variety of means.
So while Black girls are often seen, they are very rarely seen.
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Angela’s experiences in school illustrate this notion of hypervisibility and simultaneous
invisibility explicitly. When she was in fourth grade, classmates would continually bully and
harass her, frequently making racist comments towards her. Her teachers did nothing to stop this;
it seemed that her mistreatment was invisible to them. Angela could not allow this go by unheard
or unseen for a long period of time, and when a classmate made a particularly racist comment
towards her, Angela had to stick up for herself, and did so by yelling at her. Suddenly, she was
visible. Suddenly, only because of her so-called transgression, was Angela finally seen. Though,
it wouldn’t last long. Her teacher never asked what was wrong, or inquired as to why she was
yelling at her classmate. He simply excluded her from class:
He gave me all my school work and told me just to go to the library. And every
morning I would go to his class, I’d get my school work and he’d say ‘Go to the library.’
And so, what I did was, I started realizing that he wasn’t coming to check on me and so I
would just walk home. Everyday. I didn’t do the work, but I just went home. I figured
nobody noticed if I was there or not. It was just… pushed aside, get the problem out the
way. That’s how it was, always.
She was, once again, invisible.
Nia also expresses a feeling of invisibility. For her, invisibility was almost a defense
mechanism, to guard herself from what she sees as the dangers of being hypervisible. She says,
I didn’t really have friends. I was just like quiet, stick to myself, didn’t really
wanna be around anyone, ‘cause I feel like the more I stayed away from people, stayed
stayed quiet, nobody noticed me. ‘Cause if they didn’t notice me then they wouldn’t be
able to mess with me.
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This invisibility, which is itself a result of trauma, can have a variety of effects on Black
girls. For some, the ignoring of their trauma can cause them to self-exclude (Oster, 2006). For
others, they may act out in order to finally get the attention and help that they need, to make
themselves and their pain visible (Murphy et al., 2013). As Morris (2018) describes, “To be loud
is a demand to be heard. To have an attitude is to reject a doctrine of invisibility and
mistreatment”(p. 8). While having the tenacity to raise their voices and make themselves heard
may be applauded when exhibited by White girls, it is often deemed inappropriate when used by
Black girls. When Black girls resist the trauma of invisibility with a demand to be heard, their
transgressions become hypervisible and they are often disciplined and subjected to the trauma
that comes with exclusionary disciplinary practices. So for Black girls, they are damned if they
do and damned if they don’t.
The dichotomy between their hypervisibility and invisibility may be difficult for Black
girls to traverse, and adds to the frustrations that many Black girls experience within a school
environment that is often times more oppressive than not.
Schools as Political Institutions
When Trinity and I talked about school, she explained,“I like to learn, I just don’t like to
be in there.” This idea, the notion that learning and school are two very different things, was
something that came up repeatedly for all of the girls. All of the girls that I spoke to in this study
expressed a passion for learning, but a very clear disdain for their actual schools. Each one of
them demonstrated a huge lack of engagement in their schools, and were able to definitively
articulate where the lack of engagement came from. Nia says that in school she was always
stressed because she felt teachers would not support her and would actually do their best to “keep
[her] out of the classroom, on the computer doin’ stuff.” In her experience, “teachers would just
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give us a worksheet and they gave us a test… We had to figure it out by ourselves.” Nia also
explains that many times, her teachers told her “I don’t care if you learn or not, I’m getting paid
to be here either way.”
Trinity had similar feelings and experiences of disengagement from school. Just like Nia,
she says that is she asked “for help, they won’t help.” She also observes that teachers “perceive
us different… they stereotype us. Like they think every Black girl is ghetto or have no class or
home training.” As a result of this, she often feels the need to present a watered-down version of
herself. She feels that her teachers generally do not seem to care about the issues Black students
face saying that “when Black History Month came around and they wanted to bring in these
people and talk about Black Lives Matter, like ya’ll wasn’t even thinking about this until now.
‘Cause they way they was looking, you could tell they didn’t care.”
Disengagement from school seems to be the most severe for Angela. She found herself
being pushed out of class at an early age, being relegated to work alone in the library as early as
fourth grade. She explains, “Every morning I would go to his class, I’d get my school work and
he’d say ‘Go to the library.’ And… I started realizing that he wasn’t coming to check on me and
so I would just walk home.” Even then she recognized that she was being “pushed aside, get the
problem out of the way.” Angela explains further: “I think it just got to the point where they
passed me to get me the fuck out of there… I mean, I literally did no homework. I never did any
work, I slept everyday in 7th and 8th grade. And she passed me, just to get me the fuck up outta
that school.”
They have all come to recognize the myriad ways in which schools, and in fact all modes
of formal education, can never be neutral. Schools work to shape the ways in which young
people see themselves and their position in society. In fact, schools have been found to be one of
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the largest influences on the life trajectory of Black girls, specifically (Morris, 2015). Schools in
the United States serve very clear political functions and these functions work in concert to make
schools sites of trauma and terror for Black girls.
Purposes of schooling. Long considered one of the founders of American public schools,
Horace Mann (1848) declared that the public school was to be “the great equalizer” (para. #9),
and many still view it as such. On the contrary, though, it has been asserted (Bourdieu &
Passeron, 1977/1992; Giroux, 2012) that public schools have not lived up to the democratic
notions that Mann espoused. Instead, schooling has become a form of what Bourdieu (1977)
terms symbolic violence. That is, schools operate in such a way that dominant social norms and
power relations are reproduced (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977/1992) and harmful ideologies like
White supremacy are sustained. Schools, then, become much more like “symbolic institutions,”
rather than sites of learning, due largely to the fact that such institutions exist to serve the
interests of the state (Giroux, 1983). Much of this work is done through what is commonly
known as the hidden curriculum (Giroux, 1983; Robbins, 2008) whereby schools utilize their
ability to be a shaping institution (Dewey, 2018) to reify social stratifications and inequities in a
multitude of ways, including the curriculum that is used, discipline policies implemented, and the
centering of voices which confirm the dominant or master narrative. These master narratives are
used to “establish norms, distribute power, and assign status, determining who or what has
value” (Haynes, Stewart, & Allen, 2016, p. 380). Schools act as sites of social reproduction to
transmit such values and ideologies to the young people who find themselves there. It has long
been asserted that schools can and indeed should play a role in maintaining social order
(Robbins, 2008), but when that social order is one built on the marginalization and oppression of
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those outside the dominant culture, it turns schools into a site of violence for many young people.
In other words, DuBois (1994, p.172) reminds us that:
It is a system largely determined by that very economic inequality which it seeks to
solve; and the power to administer the system lies all too largely in hands interested in
privilege rather than in justice and in class advantage rather than in democratic control.
These ideas are not lost upon young people; they are actually acutely aware of who is
valued in schools and who is not. Trinity expresses her view of such stratification when she says,
One third of our high school is made to fail. You got the urban kids, you got the silver
spoons, you got the White people and the other races and stuff. You see half the kids drop
out by the time they like seventeen, sixteen. Like SAT scores. They’re made for you to fail.
They’re made for you to stress out. Everybody’s not meant to pass.
Though she may not have the vernacular down, it is clear that Trinity can absolutely recognize
the ways in which certain ideologies, or master narratives, are implemented within schools.
Schools, as explained in previous sections of this chapter, value certain (i.e., White) ways of
being feminine, of learning, of acting and being in the world. This ideology contributes to a
school environment in which Black girls like Trinity are constantly marginalized and othered.
Ultimately, it becomes obvious that the larger purpose of schools is social control. This is
most clearly illustrated when examining discipline policies like zero tolerance, which Robbins
(2008) asserts is in part used to institutionalize the notion of the hidden curriculum. Schools also
tend to value styles of learning that promote passivity and the importance of following rules
(Giroux, 1983), and sites where any degree of questioning or critical thinking is seen as a
challenge to authority (Morris, 2015). The means of social control implemented in schools work
to ‘train’ people to become docile and accept the violent mechanisms of the state.
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Schools and race. One of the most violent mechanisms that is utilized by the state and its
institutions is White supremacy. A brief history of the relationships between schools and other
modes of education and Black Americans paints a picture of an institution wherein master
narratives about race are used in the creation of an institution that both reproduces and maintains
White supremacy, at the expense of people of color (Dumas, 2013).
Annamma et al. (2016) assert that “education is a property right instilled by Whiteness”
(p. 17), and perhaps nothing makes this more clear than the ways in which Black Americans
have historically been denied the right to read and learn, in large part due to the desire of White
people to maintain control over Black people. Perhaps the most obvious way in which this has
been implemented is the notion that it was illegal for Black folks who were enslaved to even
learn to read. Frederick Douglass describes an incident in which the White man who had
enslaved him described why it is that Black people should not be allowed to read. The man says
that if Douglass were to learn to read, “there would be no keeping him. It would forever unfit
him to be a slave. He would at once become unmanageable, and of no value to his master”
(Douglass, 1990, p. 5). That is to say that White folks recognized the liberation that can come
with education, and used their power to deny such freedoms to Black Americans.
Even after the end of formal chattel slavery, education and the denial of it became
powerful tools with which the state and its actors continued to oppress Black folks in America.
Once Blacks created their own schools and began to critique ideologies of White supremacy,
these institutions were often attacked and co-opted by White people (Woodson, 1933/1990).
Woodson (1933/1990) described the ways hidden curriculum operated in these schools far before
the term was even used, when he asserted that “when you control a man’s thinking you do not
have to worry about his actions” (p. xiii). Throughout the history of this country, the state has
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used a variety of means to exclude Black children from quality (if any) formal education,
whether it was the denial of the ability to read under chattel slavery, or the resistance to
integration after Brown v. Board. Such actions by the state continue to deny Black children
access to an equitable education. In 2017, a lawsuit was brought on behalf of students in Detroit,
Michigan—a district that had been run by a state appointed emergency manager, and whose
student population is predominantly Black and low income. The suit argues that students there
have been denied access to a quality education, citing “overcrowded classrooms, lack of
textbooks and basic materials, unqualified staff, leaking roofs, broken windows, black mold,
contaminated drinking water…” (Jackman, 2018, p. 3). In July 2018, the U.S. District judge that
heard the case dismissed it, arguing that access to literacy has never been established as a
“fundamental right” (Jackman, 2018, p. 3). In 2018, the state continues to argue that Black
children do not have a right to an education.
When Black children are in public schools, the state continues to attempt to control and
oppress them through the use of school disciplinary policies. In fact, Sojoyner (2013) argues that
“anti-Blackness is foundational to enactment of school discipline” (p. 245). There is a breadth of
literature on the racism and discrimination behind zero-tolerance policies and other facets of the
Birth-to-Prison Pipeline, and while we certainly know such assertions to be true, it is important
to note that racism in discipline did not begin, nor will it end with zero-tolerance laws. Discipline
has been used as a way to not only control the everyday lives of young Black people, but it has
also been used as a powerful tool with which the state has attempted to squash Black movements
for freedom. It has been documented that as early as the World War II era, formal school
discipline policies had been used to control the behavior of Black youth (Hattery & Smith,
2018). It was during the Civil Rights movement that many states instituted laws against
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“disruption of school” (Ripley, 2016) as a means to punish young people who were engaged in
Civil Rights protests. In fact, participation in protest was not even necessarily required to prompt
the implementation of some laws. Rather, “as soon as we started introducing black bodies into
White schools, we get these laws” (Ripley, 2016, p. 7) Today, 22 states still have such laws in
place and many use them to continue to silence the voices of Black youth around issues of race
and discrimination (Morris, Epstein, & Yusuf, 2018). The presence of police in schools has also
been used as a state-sanctioned way to squash the dissent of Black youth, evidenced by the
appearance of police officers in predominantly Black schools far before ideas like zero-tolerance
policies (Sojoyner, 2013).
The denial of voice for Black students can also be seen in the ways in which curricula
and pedagogies are implemented in schools; this is the implementation of the hidden curriculum
that was discussed earlier. For Black children in schools, there is an emphasis on control and
discipline (Morris, 2015), and curriculum and pedagogy almost always promote values like
passivity and obedience (Giroux, 1983). Any attempt to question or critique such systems is seen
as a challenge to the authority of the school (and thus, the state), and is punished as such (Morris,
2015). While questioning or critiquing may be a behavior that is demonstrated by all students,
such behaviors are punished far more frequently and harshly when they are exhibited by Black
girls (Morris, 2018). As Mann (1848) contends, schools connect to the dominant interests of
mainstream society, and it has been clearly demonstrated that the dominant interests of our
society prioritize maintaining the status quo and silencing the voices of marginalized people.
All of these structures and functions intersect to create in schools what Dumas (2013)
terms a “site of suffering.” In other words, the mechanisms of the state converge in schools to
create a system where racism and White supremacy are normalized and marginalized groups are
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subject to such a breadth of assault by the state that their mere existence in schools is made
intentionally arduous. Zero tolerance plays a pivotal role in the creation of schools as a site of
suffering, in that it reinforces systems of hegemony that serve to oppress marginalized students.
For example, zero tolerance allows for snap suspensions which confirms the hegemonic
relationship between teachers and students. Further, the myriad ways in which marginalized
students—students of color, girls, those identifying as LGBTQ, among others—are
disproportionately excluded and traumatized by zero tolerance and its wider implications
reinforce the ideas of White supremacist heteronormative patriarchal systems that dominate our
society and operate daily in schools.
The Trajectory of Trauma
All of the themes that have been discussed in this chapter contribute to a trajectory of
trauma upon which Nia, Trinity, and Angela all find themselves. These girls have been shaped,
at least in part, by the makeup of their life worlds and the trauma that they have experienced.
They carry all of this with them into our schools where they are forced to endure violent and
oppressive conditions that include racial discrimination, sexual harassment, stifling gender
norms, exclusionary zero-tolerance policies that disproportionately target them, and the
hegemonic political functions of the wider system of schooling. These experiences, all forms of
trauma in and of themselves, only exacerbate the trauma that these girls have already
experienced. As discussed previously, when Black girls experience trauma there is often a lack
of the necessary support, especially where their schools are concerned. All of this together—their
life worlds and trauma, oppressive conditions at school, and a lack of support—leads to
increased trauma for these young girls. This trajectory, experienced by all of the young women
in this study, is illustrated by the chart in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. The trajectory of trauma for Black girls
While the diagram in Figure 1 is based upon the experiences of the girls with whom I
worked during the completion of this study, research would indicate (as documented throughout
this report), that this particular trajectory can be applied to far too many other young Black girls
who are experiencing trauma and a life on the margins. Examining this trajectory can help us to
understand, and thus work to eradicate, the impact of trauma and school experiences on the lives
of Black girls. The next section of this report will work from these ideas to examine, in part,
some strategies by which we can work to improve the school experiences of Black girls and, at
least to some extent, mitigate the trauma they continue to experience on a daily basis in the halls
of American schools and on the margins of our society.
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Chapter Six: Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to examine how zero-tolerance policies affect the
particular lives of Black girls. As it turns out, this idea was just a crack in the surface. As I dug
deeper, it became obvious that while zero-tolerance policies are indeed problematic, they are
only a symptom of a larger problem. Through extensive conversations with the young women in
this study, one thing has become abundantly clear: our schools are failing Black girls. Many
Black girls, as demonstrated by the stories presented in this research, arrive at school having
already experienced some type of trauma. Our schools, rather than lift and support these young
girls, ignore the trauma that they have experienced and instead punish and criminalize the
behaviors they may exhibit as a result of past experiences and forces beyond their immediate
control. Further, the systemic inequities in our educational systems and the political ramifications
of schooling (of which zero tolerance is a part), perpetuate and exacerbate these traumas. As
noted in both the literature and in the lives of the participants, Black girls disproportionately
experience racial discrimination, sexual harassment and assault, and a pressure to conform to
White notions of femininity—all sources of tremendous trauma. All of this works together to
create a system in which Black girls often find themselves in a trajectory of trauma. This chapter
will briefly explain the limitations of this study, discuss the implications of the results of this
study and suggest directions for future research and some ways in which we can work to disrupt
this trajectory of trauma.
Limitations
While this research was powerful in its implications, there were undoubtedly some
limitations to it. Given the power differentials that exist between myself—a White collegeeducated woman, and the young women with whom I worked—all young, Black women, there
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may have been some apprehension from them. While efforts were taken to mitigate the impact
that our relative positionalities had, it is still likely that some responses from participants may
have been informed by our differences. Primarily, the small sample size poses the greatest
limitation. Focusing on only the three young women here allowed for an in-depth look at their
lives, but we must be careful to consider that the experiences of Black girls are not monolithic. It
is essential that more of these stories continue to be written. So while it would have been ideal to
have more stories told, given the time constraints of this research, a larger sample size would
likely not have produced such in-depth stories. Stories matter. The specific stories of Black girls
matter. The stories of these brave young women, though they be but few, are powerful enough to
inspire action. Ultimately, inspiration to act is the ultimate goal for effective research, and the
stories I have told in this study do exactly that.
Implications
The implications of this research are vast. First, this research contributes to a small but
growing set of research that focuses on the specific schooling experiences of Black girls. Despite
the fact that, according to the Center for American Progress (2013), girls and women of color
will make up about 53% of the U.S. population, very little research has centered on their
particular lives and experiences. There is an increasing amount of focus on education for Black
children, but much of it either is not gender specific or focuses on the plight of Black boys
(Arango Ricks, 2014). While the plight of Black boys is certainly an important one to examine, it
should not be done at the expense of Black girls. Historically, Black women have been forced to
choose between their identities as Black and as women, and the same remains largely true today
in that we have education research based upon the experiences of Black boys and of White girls,
but very little on Black girls. Within the context of educational research, Black girls are one of
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the most understudied groups (Lindsay-Dennis, 2015). It is essential that more time and space is
devoted to the quest for educational justice for Black girls. While in recent years, authors like
Monique Morris (2018; 2019), among others, have done powerful research around the
educational experiences of Black girls, there is certainly still much more room to grow. The
issues that Black girls face are tremendous and their stories need to be heard by as many people
as possible. In conversations around educational justice their voices deserve to be centered. And
while the research in this study focuses on a small group of young women, their voices make an
indelible impact on a crucial and expanding conversation. As Dr. Nadine Burke Harris (2018)
reminds us, “When statistics have faces, they feel a lot heavier”(p. 122).
This data presented in this paper strongly demonstrates the crucial need for the use of
trauma-informed education practices for the well-being of Black girls. The research draws a clear
link between the traumas that Black girls disproportionately experience and the ways in which
they are subjected to exclusionary discipline via zero-tolerance policies and other mechanisms of
the School-to-Prison Pipeline. Black girls are more likely to experience trauma and less likely to
receive support for such trauma. As a result, many of these young women exhibit behavior that
disrupts the social norms of schools and as such, they are penalized with school discipline
policies that have been informed by zero tolerance. The exclusionary discipline experienced by a
disproportionate number for Black girls serves only to exacerbate the untreated trauma they
already have.
Directions for Further Research
This study, as powerful as it may be, is just the tip of the proverbial iceberg. The
experiences of Black girls are in crucial need of further research and discussion, but other student
groups from the global majority should be examined as well. It has been documented that
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Indigenous and Latinx youth also disproportionately experience modes of exclusionary discipline
(Finn & Servoss, 2013; Wallace et al., 2008) Further, while this research focused on the
intersections of race and gender, there are other identities that impact the way a person
experiences school and discipline. For example, students with disabilities also
disproportionately experience exclusionary discipline as a result of zero-tolerance policies, as do
those that identify as LGBTQI (Morris, 2019). It is necessary to go beyond race and gender and
look at the ways in which all portions of a person’s identity shape their movement in the world.
Further, it is not enough to merely recognize a problem and hypothesize solutions. I
intend to take the conclusions here and work to find solutions to the many problems that I have
highlighted. Research will be conducted on the effectiveness of such solutions so as to be able to
offer evidence-based best practices for educators. In beginning to do this, the following section
will review the most important recommendations for action based on the research presented in
this paper.
Recommendations
Schooling does not happen in a vacuum. There are always wider social and historical
contexts that must be considered—the research presented here is no exception. While earlier
chapters of this paper certainly examined these contexts, my recommendations will focus on the
actions that can be taken to transform the experiences of Black girls in schools. These actions
include the implementation of restorative justice, the use of trauma informed educational
practices, critically interrogating ideas around school safety, and perhaps most importantly,
reimagining schools as sites of hope and empowerment.
Restorative justice. As criticism of zero tolerance and the School-to-Prison Pipeline has
become more mainstream, the use of restorative justice in schools has become increasingly
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popular. The popularity of restorative justice is not without reason: it works. While restorative
justice is certainly not a panacea for all of the challenges in our schooling system, when done
correctly, it can bring about a great deal of positive change. Restorative justice has roots in a
variety of cultures, including Indigenous peoples in both North America and Africa (Sherrod,
2019). It is a system that focuses on building relationships and repairing harm that may have
occurred as a result of one’s actions. In schools this often involves things like student
conferences, peer mediation and community service.
Restorative justice is effective in that it can greatly reduce the number of suspensions and
expulsions meted out by schools (Payne & Welch, 2015; Schiff, 2018). This can be particularly
true in the case of Black students. Anyon et al. (2016) found that with the use of restorative
justice, the suspensions of Black students declined at sharper rates than those of White students.
Despite the effectiveness of restorative justice, particularly for Black students, Payne and Welch
(2015) found that there is an inverse relationship between the use of restorative justice and the
Black student composition of schools. In other words, the more Black students in a school, the
less likely they are to use restorative justice practices. This needs to change. Given the success of
restorative justice, predominantly Black schools should be implementing restorative justice
practices at much greater rates. Those schools that do implement restorative justice, especially
those schools that serve predominantly White populations, must also take a critical look at which
students are deemed “worthy” of participation in restorative justice programs and practices
(Winn, 2018). This would be one critical step in beginning to address the problems discussed in
this research and improve the schooling experiences of Black girls.
When schools implement restorative justice, it is often not done so fully and
authentically. Many times schools and districts are not willing to commit financially to fully
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implementing restorative justice, including, but not limited to, the training and ongoing support
in restorative justice that is needed for all teachers (Schiff, 2018; Winn, 2018). Districts must be
willing to do so if they are to begin to address the disproportionate punishment of Black girls in
our schools. Further, what many schools call restorative justice, is usually just the use of
restorative practices, absent the overarching goal of actual justice (Winn, 2018). While districts
are often unwilling to commit financially to the proper implementation of restorative justice, they
are probably even more unwilling to engage in the paradigm shift that is required for authentic
restorative justice. This shift involves a move from a schooling system that is largely
authoritarian and punitive, to a much more democratic and responsive system (Payne & Welch,
2015). Furthermore, in order for restorative practices to become real restorative justice, one of
the critical components must be a focus on racial justice (Winn, 2018); there must be a true
attempt to dismantle systems of oppression and disrupt the traditional power dynamics at play in
our schooling system. Within our hegemonic schooling system, those in power are extremely
unlikely to engage in such a paradigm shift, as it would be far too damaging to the status quo.
While restorative justice is certainly not the only or perhaps even the best solution, if it is
implemented fully and authentically, it can be a critical piece of the puzzle in creating a more
positive and empowering schooling experience for both Black girls and other marginalized
populations.
Trauma informed educational practices. As discussed in previous chapters, a great
deal of the behavior exhibited by young people that leads to exclusionary discipline is a result of
traumas that they have experienced. In many cases these traumas have gone largely untreated.
Furthermore, we now know that trauma is disproportionately experienced by Black girls, a
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notion confirmed by the compelling stories laid out in this research. As such, this study
demonstrates that it is essential that schools utilize trauma-informed educational practices.
Since the publication of the landmark study on adverse childhood experiences from the
Centers for Disease Control (CDC) in 1998, the notion of trauma-informed care has been slowly
but surely finding its way into schools. These approaches require us to take adopt a different
perspective and consider how experiencing trauma impacts both the behavior and the academic
performance of students (McInerney & McKlindon, 2015). Trauma-informed educational
practices have been shown to improve outcomes for students behaviorally, academically, and
otherwise (Hellman, 2017; McInerney & McKlindon, 2015; Plumb, Bush, & Kersevich, 2016).
One of the most well-documented cases of the success of trauma-informed care in schools is that
of Lincoln Alternative High School in Walla Walla, Washington. The school took steps like
replacing out-of-school suspensions with in school ones, allowing students to ask for a break
when needed, providing free on campus counseling and basic health care, and even having staff
visit homes of chronically absent students. After this trauma-informed approach was
implemented, they saw an 84% drop in suspensions and 40% drop in expulsions (Hellmann,
2017).
While trauma-informed educational practices seem to have worked wonders for Lincoln,
we must consider context. Walla Walla, where Lincoln Alternative High School is located, has a
population that is over 90% White (United States Census Bureau, 2018). We simply cannot
replicate their model and expect the same results with all populations. In fact, the National Child
Traumatic Stress Network (2019) defines cultural and linguistic responsiveness as key
components of effective trauma-informed practices. So if we truly want to improve outcome for
Black girls, we must ensure that their trauma is not only treated, but that is treated in a way that
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is informed by their culture and in a way that considers context. Many trauma-informed
programs tend to leave out this piece and ignore the structural and systemic conditions of that
often contribute to the trauma that Black girls experience (Goodman, 2018; Morris, 2019). So,
while things like counseling and relaxation rooms may be helpful, we cannot have authentically
trauma-informed educational practices without addressing issues of oppression and inequity that
lead to the disproportionate experience of trauma by Black girls. In particular, it is necessary to
examine the myriad ways in which the institution of schooling has been used to traumatize Black
students, several of which have been examined within the context of this research. These
culturally responsive trauma-informed education practices are necessary to begin the work of
healing, which, as Morris (2019) contends is a requirement if schools are to become true
locations of learning for Black girls.
Thinking critically about school safety. Since Columbine, school shootings have
become something of an American epidemic. As such, conversations around school safety have
become more prominent. Children take part in active shooter drills, police presence in schools is
increased and some have even suggested that teachers begin to carry weapons (Everytown,
2019). Absent from these conversations is any critical interrogation of what it means for schools
to be safe. We must begin by asking for whom are we making schools safe? School safety
policies tend to center and protect those who are most privileged (Bowen & Marshia, 2016),
while neglecting the safety needs of the most marginalized students. For Black girls, education
can be a critical protective factor in their lives (Morris, 2018). However, schools undoubtedly
fail at this when the needs of Black girls are not considered in the creation of their policies and
structures. In order for Black girls to succeed, they must first feel safe. Those that do not feel
safe are far more likely to avoid school and engage in hostile behaviors as a form of self-
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protection (Morris, 2019). But what does safety for Black girls look like? While there is no
simple answer for this question, it is imperative that we begin to tackle it.
In response to school safety, many schools have been increasing the presence of school
resource officers (SROs). This may appear to address concerns of safety in the eyes of policy
makers, the presence of SROs actually results in school environments that are less safe for Black
girls (Yusuf, 2018). SROs often have very little, if any, training on how to address the needs of
young people, as evidenced in the very authoritarian ways in which they interact with students.
For example, Yusuf (2018) found that 77% of SROs resorted to arresting students in an effort to
“calm them down.” These school-based arrests disproportionately impact Black girls, as there are
four times as likely to be arrested than their White counterparts (Yusuf, 2018). Further, the mere
presence of SROs should be viewed as a state apparatus with which to continue in the hyper
surveillance of young Black girls, itself a form of violence (Evans-Winters, 2017; Wun, 2015).
Policymakers must consider alternatives to SROs, or at the very least, require SROs to
continuously engage in culturally responsive training on how to meet the safety needs of all
students.
Included in conversations on school safety, it is imperative that we address the issue of
sexual harassment. As discussed in earlier chapters, Black girls disproportionately experience
sexual harassment and are less likely to be supported when they do. In order to ensure safety for
all students, schools must address their lackadaisical sexual harassment policies. Morris (2019)
provides a strong set of recommendations for such policies, including safeguards against
retaliation, clear definitions of sexual harassment, involvement of the entire school community,
and a well-defined process for filing complaints.
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Further, we must begin to look at school safety with a much more holistic lens. School
safety is much more than just the absence of physical violence. School safety includes freedom
from emotional and psychological pain, as well as the absence or at the very least, minimizing,
of symbolic and structural violence (Waldron, 2011). While things like restorative justice and
trauma informed education can help tackle some of the violence of emotional and psychological
pain, we must go deeper to begin to find safety from the symbolic and structural violence that too
often defines our schools.
Reimagining schools. Paulo Freire (2000), in his groundbreaking text Pedagogy of the
Oppressed asserts that “the solution is not to integrate oppressed communities into the structure
of the oppression, but to transform that structure so that they can become beings for themselves”
(p. 74). In other words, while there are certainly some changes that can be made to enhance the
experiences of Black girls in schools, we need to widen our scope when we examine such issues.
We need to stop trying to figure out how Black girls can or “should” operate within the confines
of our hegemonic educational structures, and instead devote our energy towards transforming
that system—towards creating a system wherein Black girls do not just merely survive, but one
in which they thrive. We need to move expeditiously towards the creation of a system that sees
Black girls. I mean really and truly sees Black girls and gives them the space required and the
tools needed to liberate and empower themselves. While this may seem like some wide-eyed
utopian impossibility, we must be aware that it is not and we must consistently act in ways that
demonstrate such a belief.
Although such transformation is possible, it will undoubtedly not be a simple path. While
there is no way such a path can be laid out within the confines of this writing, I do offer a few
suggestions: utilizing culturally responsive pedagogies, critically interrogating who our teachers
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are and what work they need to do in order to engage in transformative educational spaces for
Black girls, and finally, never losing hope that a better way is possible.
Culturally responsive pedagogies. The use of culturally responsive pedagogies is
certainly not new, but it is one that deserves revisiting. Many scholars credit Gloria LadsonBillings as being the mother of culturally relevant teaching. In her seminal text, Dreamkeepers:
Successful Teachers of African American Children, Ladson-Bilings (1994) defines culturally
relevant teaching as a manner of teaching that “empowers students intellectually, socially,
emotionally and politically by using cultural referents to impart knowledge, skills, and attitudes”
(p. 18). Since Ladson-Billings began talking about such ideas there have been many different
iterations of such concepts. Some, like Zaretta Hammond (2014) have preferred to use the term
culturally responsive pedagogies. Even more recently, Christopher Emdin (2016) presents the
idea of a reality pedagogy. He asserts that students of color find themselves the victim of
classroom colonialism, wherein they are only seen as being smart or valuable when they are not
asserting their identity (Emdin, 2016). To counter this, Emdin (2016) suggests the use of reality
pedagogy, defined as “an approach to teaching and learning that has a primary goal of meeting
each student on his or her own cultural and emotional turf” (p. 27). Though vernacular may have
changed, the central goal remains the same- that we teach in a way and our schools function in a
way that sees the cultural identities of students not as a deficit, but as a source of wealth and
knowledge. We must work towards the co-creation of learning and of educational spaces not for,
but with Black girls. We must affirm the identities of all students and insist that Black girls are
seen, heard, valued, and given the tools required to work towards their own liberation and
empowerment.
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Who is in our classrooms? Carter G. Woodson (1990) proclaimed the need for teachers
who “understand and continue in sympathy with those whom they instruct.” This task becomes
increasingly difficult when we take even a quick look at the demographic contexts of our
schools. Despite the increasing diversity of the student body, the fact remains that teaching is a
predominantly White profession. In fact, around 90% of classroom teachers are White middle
class women (Love, 2019; Mackey, 2015). It is imperative that schools make an effort to hire
and retain more teachers of color, specifically Black women teachers. In order to create
environments that affirm the identity of Black girls, it is imperative that they see themselves
represented at the healms of our classrooms. Black girls, quite simply, need more Black female
teachers (Joseph, Viesca, & Bianco, 2016). There are myriad steps that can be taken to work
towards this, and while it is beyond the scope of this paper to explain them, the research exists
and the field of professionals is available, it is incumbent upon schools and districts to seek this
out and to take the steps required to work towards a more culturally representative faculty.
While increasing the number of teachers of color is certainly a critical step, this is not to
say that White teachers cannot be powerful and effective teachers of Black girls. In order to do
so, however, it is imperative that White educators are willing and able to do the work. Teacher
preparation programs have failed miserably in preparing White teachers to teach students that do
not look like them (Love, 2019). It is the responsibility of White teachers to fill in the gaps, to
take the responsibility for becoming effective educators for all students. And while improving
teacher preparation programs can certainly help, it cannot stop there. White educators have a
great deal of internal and external work to do. This means grappling with what their Whiteness
means, how it informs their biases, and how it operates both in the classroom and in wider
societal contexts. It means examining how White privilege and White supremacy dominate our
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educational system and it means being comfortable with the uncomfort that will be required in
order to begin the work of decentering Whiteness within this system. It means moving beyond
the idea of simply not being racist to being actively anti-racist both in and out of the classroom.
It means not being afraid to proclaim that Black lives matter and to actively work towards the
creation of a system that acknowledges this.
Hope. Hope is the stuff of poetry and children’s stories. It is the stuff of made for
television movies and Instagram captions accompanied by photographs of serene mountaintops
and sunsets. Hope, however, is also the stuff of revolution. Scholars like Giroux (1983) and
Freire (2004) have defined hope as an essential component to any kind of successful systemic
resistance or transformation. Indeed, without hope, there is little reason to do this work. It is
hope, explains Robbins (2008) that keeps “justice, fairness, respect, social responsibility, and
social transformation on the public agenda” (p. 169). If there is no hope that transformation is
possible, we give in. We give in to the notion that hegemony and marginalization must be all
there is to life. We give in to the idea that some lives simply hold more value than others. We
give in to the idea that education must simply be another machine through which society
reproduces its violent and oppressive ideologies. With hope, we can imagine the possibilities that
lie within education. We can imagine that schools truly become spaces of affirmation and
empowerment for all students. We can imagine that schools become sites of love and liberation.
And when we imagine these things, it creates in us a drive to do the work. To never stop the
fight. So we must, as the great Angel Davis proclaimed, “act is if it were possible to radically
transform the world.” And, as she continues, we must do it all of the time. It is urgent that we
keep this radical hope alive. With hope comes possibility, comes transformation, comes justice,
comes revolution, and comes the ability to transform the world.
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Conclusion
This research has afforded me the opportunity to explore the lives of three amazing
young women. This writing has demonstrated the ways in which their marginalized identities
made school a place for further oppression and trauma. The ways in which we have failed Black
girls. We have failed to care for and protect them. We have failed to provide for them a context
in which liberation and empowerment is seen as a possibility and have instead contributed to
growing trajectory of trauma. The lives of these beautiful young women have also reminded us
to never lose hope. They have shown us that we have the ability to stop this trajectory, to
transform educational spaces and to work towards the collective healing and empowerment of
Black girls. As educators, it is our charge to begin fighting for this transformation, and as we
fight, we should be guided by the words of Freire (2004) and remember that “no matter what
society we may be in or what society we may belong to, it is urgent that we fight with hope and
fearlessness” (p. 122). And so we fight. Fight to end the trajectory of trauma we have created for
Black girls. Fight for transformation. Fight for hope. Fight for a world in which the idea that the
rallying cry of “Black Girls Matter,” is no longer a rallying cry, but a statement of fact. Black
girls matter. Black girls matter. Black girls matter.
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